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A CHANGE OF HEART 


“Brent, how long do you plan to stay at Tall Oaks?” 
Michelle asked coyly. 

“Well,” he said with a sly grin, “I had planned to stay 
only a couple of days, but now I hope to stay until I wear 
out my welcome.” 

“What made you change your mind?” 

“You did,” he said, bringing their steps to an abrupt 
stop. Taking her completely by surprise, he drew her into 
his arms and his lips covered hers in a hungry caress. 

When he reluctantly released her Michelle stammered 
faintly. “Good . . . good night, Brent.” Then, lifting her 
skirt, she fled to the porch and hurried up the steps. 

As Brent watched her disappear into the house, his own 
heart was beating strongly. No woman’s kiss had affected 
him as deeply as Michelle's. He wondered if he was falling 
in love. He supposed it was indeed possible, but the reve- 
lation was disturbing. The upcoming war would certainly 
place them on opposing sides. 
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Pant One 
Tall Oaks 


One 


Michelle Beauclair left the house by the back door and 
walked toward the slave quarters. Although spring had not 
yet arrived, the day was warm and sunny, and a gentle 
breeze, soughing through the treetops, caressed Michelle’s 
long auburn tresses. Wearing one of her oldest dresses and 
carrying a wide-brimmed straw bonnet, she hummed a 
lively tune as she approached the slave cabins. The small 
houses were in good repair, clean, and had recently re- 
ceived fresh coats of paint. 

A Negro woman, bent over a tub of laundry, was busy 
rubbing a soiled shirt across a scrub board when she heard 
two children, who were playing close by, call out to their 
mistress. The woman glanced up, saw Michelle, and smiled 
fondly. The laundress was an attractive woman, tall and 
well-endowed. There was a regal aura about her that slav- 
ery had failed to destroy, for it was inherent—handed down 
to her from Mandingo grandparents. 

Michelle paused, spoke a moment to the children, and 
then hurried to the woman. “Good morning, Louella,” she 
said, her smile lovely, genuine, and warm. 

“Lordy, child! Ain’t you got nothin’ better to do than 
spend your mornings visitin’ me?” 

“There’s. nothing I'd rather do than spend time with 
you.” 
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Louella was flattered. “I suppose you'll be wantin’ your 
usual cup of coffee?” 

“Yes, indeed. With lots of sugar and cream.” 

The woman chuckled. “Land’s sake, child! I knows how 
you like your coffee. Sit down and I's get you a cup.” 

Michelle moved to the cabin’s stoop and sat down as 
Louella went inside to fetch the coffee. She placed her 
bonnet in her lap and gazed about her. The slave quarters 
were so familiar that her eyes scanned the cabins, the chil- 
dren playing outside, and the women carrying out their 
chores without really seeing them. They were simply a part 
of her life, like the land, the trees, the acres upon acres 
of cotton, and the huge house overlooking the prosperous 
Alabama plantation, which her grandfather had named Tall 
Oaks. 

Michelle sighed deeply and wondered if Louella was 
right. Should she find another way to spend her mornings? 
After all, she was the mistress and sole owner of Tall Oaks, 
and it might be wrong for her to spend so much time in 
the slave quarters. Her stepmother certainly thought it was! 
Just this morning she had sternly voiced her objections. It 
wasn’t the first time, and Michelle knew that if she didn’t 
change her morning ritual, it wouldn't be the last. 

Louella came outside, sat beside Michelle, and handed 
her a steaming cup of coffee. She took a tentative sip, for 
it was very hot. Louella always warmed the cream so it 
wouldn’t cool the coffee. 

“I suppose I should stop coming here every morning,” 
Michelle murmured, as though she and Louella had been 
discussing the matter. 

“I'll sure miss you, honey. But I thinks maybe you 
should start takin’ more interest in runnin’ the big house 
and this plantation. You’s been home from school now for 
almost two months. And, child, that’s your house, not Miz 
Lynnette’s. You needs to take care of what’s yours.” 
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“You don’t like Lynnette, do you?” Michelle watched 
Louella closely. 

“It ain’t my place to like or dislike your stepmother. I's 
just sayin’ you oughta take more interest in things. You 
ain’t a little girl no more. You's eighteen now, and that 
makes you a grown woman.” 

Michelle sensed a warning in Louella’s words. “Are you 
trying to tell me something?” 

The woman opened her mouth as though she was about 
to speak, but then she closed her mouth firmly. 

“Louella?” Michelle probed. “Is something wrong?” 

“No, honey. There ain’t nothin’ wrong.” She was anx- 
ious to change the subject now and, eyeing her mistress’s 
attire, she asked, “How come you's dressed like you's 
*bout to work in the fields?” 

Michelle laughed warmly. “I thought we might go fish- 
ing. You know, like we used to before I went away to 
school.” 

“It is mighty temptin’. But I’s got washin’ to do.” 

“Ill help you.” 

“No, you won't!” the woman refused sternly. “Lord, Miz 
Michelle, what will you be thinkin’ of next? Whoever heard 
of a white lady helpin’ a slave wash clothes?” Standing, she 
clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “My! My! 
What am I goin’ to do with you? Now, honey child, you just 
sit there and drink your coffee while I finish scrubbin’ the 
clothes that’s in the tub. I'll do the rest when we get back 
from fishin’.” 

Although Michelle would have preferred to help Louella 
and hasten their departure, she didn’t insist on doing so. 
She remained on the stoop, drank her coffee, and watched 
the woman scrub the clothes. 

Louella had been born at Tall Oaks some forty years 
ago. Her parents had been field slaves, but when Louella 
was seven she had been moved into the big house and 
given to Michelle’s mother, Virginia, who was then five 
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years old. The two girls had gotten along fine, and even- 
tually Louella had been trained as Virginia’s personal maid. 
Shortly before her mistress’s seventeenth birthday, Vir- 
ginia’s parents took her to New Orleans. Louella, as Vir- 
ginia’s maid, traveled with them. 

On her birthday, Virginia had attended a formal ball 
where she had met and fallen in love with a handsome 
bachelor named Charles Beauclair. Following a whirlwind 
romance, he had proposed marriage. The Beauclair family, 
French Creoles, were wealthy aristocrats. They had busi- 
nesses in New Orleans, plus two thriving sugarcane plan- 
tations, one in Louisiana and one in Cuba. Charles, 
however, was the youngest of six sons, and his three oldest 
brothers already controlled the Beauclair empire. Thus, 
when Virginia’s father, having no sons of his own, offered 
to make his future son-in-law his legal heir, Charles had 
been delighted. Charles had gotten along well with his fi- 
ancée’s parents. Renouncing his Catholic faith, he joined 
the Methodist Church, causing the Beauclairs promptly to 
disown him. He and Virginia had been married at Tall 
Oaks. It had been a lavish affair, with no expense spared. 

Charles and Virginia had had three children. They 
named their firstborn Michelle. Two sons followed within 
four years; one died before his first birthday and the other 
lived just eight years. Virginia had passed away shortly 
after losing her second son. Charles and Michelle had been 
alone then, after the deaths of Virginia's parents. Tall Oaks 
had run smoothly, continuing to prosper. Charles, along 
with his overseer, had operated the huge plantation, and 
Louella had run the big house. 

Michelle had been eleven years old then, and without a 
mother’s strict guidance she did pretty much as she 
pleased. She had become a tomboy, and Charles, admiring 
her spirit, had done nothing to curb her independence. 
Michelle had been happy, living each day to the fullest. 
Charles, however, hadn’t slighted his daughter’s education. 
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She had a tutor for three hours in the morning, and two 
hours in the afternoon. Learning had come easily to 
Michelle, for she had a sharp mind and was naturally in- 
quisitive. 

Michelle had been fourteen when her life had changed 
drastically. Her father, having taken a trip to New Orleans, 
had returned with a wife. Lynnette Copeland Beauclair, 
though nearing thirty, was considerably younger than her 
husband. She soon had decided that Michelle needed firm 
discipline and proper training, and she had convinced 
Charles to send his daughter to a young ladies’ academy. 
Although he had dreaded his daughter’s leaving, Charles 
had agreed with his wife. 

Michelle had attended the same school Lynnette had at- 
tended years before. Miss Opal’s School For Young Ladies 
was in Savannah, and Michelle had been allowed to come 
home for Christmas and during the summer months. Her 
first summer home, she had been surprised to find that 
Louella no longer worked in the house, but had moved to 
the slave quarters and was now a laundress. When Michelle 
had questioned Lynnette about the change, her stepmother 
had said that Louella wanted it that way. When Michelle 
had turned to Louella for answers, the woman merely con- 
firmed Lynnette’s explanation. 

Over the following two years, when Michelle had visited 
home, she had found the cook, the butler, and several other 
trusted servants had moved to the slave quarters. Lynnette 
was slowly filling the house with servants of her own 
choosing. Michelle had complained to her father about the 
changes, but he had said that Lynnette had a right to pick 
and choose the house slaves. But Michelle had begun to 
spend her time with the slaves whom she had known all 
her life during her visits home. 

Two months before Michelle’s graduation, her father had 
fallen seriously ill. She had traveled home as quickly as 
possible, only to learn that Charles had died hours before 
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had held up well during the service and funeral, but later, 
after her father had been buried and the guests had gone 
home, she had fled to the slave quarters, where she found 
solace in Louella’s loving arms. 

Michelle had gone back to school, and Lynnette had 
attended her graduation with a man Michelle had never 
seen before. Following the commencement exercises, Lyn- 
nette had introduced the stranger as her brother, Chris 
Copeland. Michelle had liked the man’s friendly smile and 
affable manner; therefore, when Lynnette had revealed that 
Chris had moved to Tall Oaks to help run the plantation, 
Michelle had had no objections. Chris, three years younger 
than his sister, was handsome: tall, slender, and i 
groomed. Like Lynnette’s, his hair was golden blond and 
his eyes were emerald green. The man’s well-clipped mus- 
tache enhanced his good looks. 

Now, Michelle had been home nearly two months, and 
the plantation, under Chris’s control, was as prosperous as 
ever. Lynnette ran the house with a quiet but stern manner. 
The cook, Mandy, a slave Lynnette had handpicked, was 
next in command, and she had no qualms about inflicting 
physical punishment. If she caught a slave shirking his or 
her duty, she would strike the unlucky servant with the 
back of her hand. Mandy was a strong, strapping woman, 
and the servants, fearing her wrath, seldom did anything 
to displease her; thus, the house was always spotlessly 
clean and every chore was carried out swiftly and effi- 
ciently. 

Charles had left his entire estate to his daughter, though 
Lynnette had received a widow’s allowance. Though 
Michelle was now the sole owner of Tall Oaks, Chris and 
Lynnette seemed to have everything under control. With 
ample time on her hands, Michelle began spending her 
mornings with Louella. 

The woman finished her laundry, hung the last piece of 
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clothing up to dry, then told Michelle it was time to go 
fishing 


They hurried to a nearby shed, gathered their poles, bait, 
and a bucket, and headed toward the woods that grew 
thickly a short distance behind the slave quarters. Two 
hound dogs, who had been sleeping beneath Louella’s 
cabin, decided to follow them. Loping gracefully, they 
quickly passed the women and darted ahead into the 
wooded area. 

A narrow, placid river meandered through a large part 
of Michelle’s property, providing the owners, as well as 
the slaves, with a never-ending supply of freshwater fish. 

Louella and Michelle followed a well-worn path through 
the woods and to the river’s edge. A wooden dock, which 
was beginning to show wear, extended about a yard onto 
the water. As the women walked across the dilapidated 
planks, Michelle made a mental note to have the dock put 
back in good repair. 

They sat at the edge, baited their hooks, then cast their 
lines into the water. Michelle watched contentedly as the 
two bobbers rode the gentle, undulating waves. Fishing 
with Louella always put her in an agreeable mood. Not 
that she relished fishing so much; it was the time spent 
alone with Louella that she enjoyed. In some ways Louella 
had been more of a mother to Michelle than had Virginia. 
Michelle had loved her mother with all her heart, but she 
had never shared the same closeness with Virginia that she 
did with Louella. 

The dogs, who had remained in the woods, began to 
bark rapidly, and their constant yelping was very loud. 

“If them hounds don’t shut up,” Louella mumbled, 
“they’s gonna scare off the fish.” 

“They probably treed a coon,” Michelle replied. She 
handed her pole to Louella, got up, and said, “I'll find 
them and send them back home.” 

She left the dock and headed back into the woods. The 
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dogs had, indeed, chased a raccoon up a tree. Michelle 
was about to order the hounds away when the sound of a 
horse her attention. She watched as Chris, astride 
his white gelding, broke through the surrounding shrub- 
bery and into the clearing where she stood with the dogs. 
Chris had left three weeks ago to visit New Orleans. 
Pleased he had returned, Michelle greeted him with a big 
smile. 

The dogs had ceased their barking, welcoming their 
master with wagging tails and happy whimpers. 

Dismounting, Chris asked, “Michelle, what are you do- 
ing out here in the woods?” 

“Louella and I are fishing.” 

“T was on the road, but I thought I'd better ride in here 
and see what was upsetting my hounds.” 

She pointed up at the tree. “They found a coon.” 

Chris reached for his pistol. “I might as well take it to 
Mandy. I know she likes coon.” 

“No!” Michelle cried, urging his hand away from the 
pistol. “Don’t shoot it.” 

Chris obliged with a grin. “Very well, my dear. But, 
after all, it’s only a raccoon.” 

“I know, but I don’t want it to die.” Her softhearted 
kindness spared the small animal's life. 

“Has everything been all right in my absence?” Chris 
asked, forgetting the raccoon. 

“Yes, of course. But Lynnette and I weren’t expecting 
you back so soon.” 

He smiled broadly. “I brought home two surprises.” 

“Oh? What are they?” 

Suddenly Michelle was aware of a rider approaching. 

“Here comes one surprise,” Chris said, turning and 
watching as a man rode into view. 

Michelle’s eyes widened; the stranger’s virility was over- 
whelming. He rode a powerful black stallion as impressive 
as its owner. The man dismounted with uncanny litheness. 
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He wore a dark brown jacket that fit smoothly across the 
wide width of his shoulders. Trousers a shade deeper than 
his jacket adhered flawlessly to his long, manly legs. His 
cream-colored shirt was partially unbuttoned, exposing an 
apex of curly hair that grew thickly across his chest. He 
removed his hat, and his ash brown hair was somewhat 
mussed, a few wayward locks falling attractively across his 
forehead. 

Chris made the introductions. “Michelle, this is Brent 
Sheldon. Brent, I'd like you to meet my sister's stepdaugh- 
ter, Michelle Beauclair.” 

Sheldon stepped forward and, bowing from the waist, 
lifted Michelle’s delicate hand and kissed it lightly. “It’s 
an honor to make your acquaintance.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Sheldon,” she replied politely, fully 
aware of an indefinable twinkle in his blue eyes. Did he 
somehow find her amusing? As she glanced down at her 
dress, which was threadbare in places, a blush colored her 
cheeks. It was embarrassing to meet such a handsome gen- 
tleman when she was looking her worst. 

Brent, however, was finding Michelle exceptionally 
beautiful. Beneath her straw bonnet, long, lustrous auburn 
tresses cascaded past her shoulders and halfway down her 
back. Her brown, almond-shaped eyes were framed by 
long, thick lashes. Sensual lips and prominent cheekbones 
enhanced her lovely face, which at the moment was clearly 
flushed. Brent supposed she was embarrassed to greet a 
guest wearing a dress that was obviously out of character 
for the mistress of Tall Oaks. His gaze swept briefly, yet 
thoroughly, over her gingham gown, the bodice, stretched 
across Michelle’s breasts, defined their fullness. She wore 
only one petticoat, the garment clinging smoothly to her 
hips before draping to the tops of her shoes, which were 
sturdy and made for long walks outdoors. Brent was very 
impressed with the woman standing before him, sure she 
would look beautiful in anything she wore. 
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Chris, his eyes on Sheldon, could see that he was find- 
ing Michelle very lovely. He was a bit jealous, though he 
knew the man would have to be blind not to be affected 
by her young beauty. His moment of jealousy passed 
quickly; if Sheldon harbored any romantic notions about 
her, Michelle would soon squelch them. She was a loyal 
Southerner, while Sheldon’s allegiance was with the North. 
The man had made his political preference quite clear to 
Chris, but despite their conflicting beliefs Chris and Brent 
had become friends. 

Now Chris said to Michelle, “Brent and I met in New 
Orleans. He was there visiting relatives. He’s on his way 
back to Cincinnati, and I asked him to stay a few days at 
Tall Oaks. I hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all,” she replied. She turned back to Brent. 
“You’re more than welcome, Mr. Sheldon.” 

“Please call me Brent.” 

She smiled affably. “I will, and you must call me 
Michelle.” 

“It’s an honor, ma’am.” 

Again, she noticed a certain twinkle in his cobalt blue 


eyes. 

“Let’s go to the house, Brent,” Chris said, before adding 
to Michelle, “Return to your fishing, dear. We'll see you 
later.” 

They started to leave, but Michelle suddenly called to 
Chris. “Wait! You said you had two surprises.” 

He grinned widely. “You'll find your second surprise 
when you come to the house.” 

She said no more, watching as the men mounted their 
horses and guided them through the thicket that led to the 
road. 

As Michelle turned and started back to the dock, the im- 
age of Brent Sheldon was clear in her mind. She had never 
met a man more handsome, but more than his good looks 
appealed to her. There was something about his demeanor 
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that seemed to draw her like a moth to a flame. She suddenly 
wondered if his arms would be as dangerous to her as the 
flame was to the moth. She brushed the silly notion aside. 
Her better judgment soon asserted itself; he was from Cin- 
cinnati and certainly harbored Northern loyalties. Most men, 
including Chris, firmly believed a war between the North 
and South was inevitable. And if that were to happen, the 
country would no longer be united. Someday soon, Brent 
Sheldon might very well be her enemy. 

Michelle reached the dock and sat beside Louella, taking 
up her fishing pole. 

“What took you so long?” Louella asked. 

She told her about seeing Chris and the man he had 
brought with him. “Mr. Sheldon will be staying at Tall 
Oaks a few days,” she added. 

“What's this Masta Sheldon like?” Louella asked. 

“He's extremely handsome and very charming.” 

The woman studied Michelle speculatively. “By the 
looks of your flushed face and by the way your eyes is a 
shinin’, I'd say Masta Sheldon made quite an impression.” 

Michelle laughed softly. “Is it that obvious?” 

“It sure is, honey,” she responded with a grin. 

“Chris said he has a surprise waiting for me at the 
house. I wonder what it could be.” 

“You wants to forget fishin’ and go home?” 

“No,” she answered without hesitation. “The surprise 
can wait. I want us to spend this time together.” 

Louella reached over and patted Michelle’s hand. “Does 
my company mean that much to you, child?” 

“Yes, it does.” 

It never crossed Louella’s mind to use Michelle’s love 
to ask for her freedom, for she was resigned to her way 
of life. She knew, however, that a lot of the younger slaves 
hungered for freedom, and if the white folks declared war, 
these slaves would find a way to break the chains that 
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bound them. She didn’t blame them; if she were younger, 
she would undoubtedly feel the same way. 

Louella, staring absently at her floating bobber, said 
gravely, “I see troubled times a comin’.” 

“Are you referring to a possible war?” 

“Yes’m, I sure is. It’s gonna change things.” 

“Not if the South wins.” 

“Elroy says the South don’t stand much of a chance.” 

“Elroy? You mean the slave Papa bought last year?” 

“Yes, that’s who I mean. Elroy’s real smart. Before 
Masta Charles bought him he belonged to a doctor who 
educated him. Elroy knows how to read and write.” 

Michelle had seen Elroy a few times. He worked with 
the plantation’s blacksmith, but she had never really paid 
him much mind. She certainly hadn’t known that he was 
schooled. An educated slave was practically unheard of. 

Michelle’s bobber went underwater and she jerked back 
on her pole, pulling in a good-sized catfish. Louella soon 
got a bite, and she landed a catfish even bigger than 
Michelle's. 

The women soon became involved in fishing, and they 
talked only of pleasant things; an impending war was far 
from their thoughts. 


The possibility of war was not far from Elroy’s thoughts 
as he raced through the uncultivated fields that stretched 
for miles across the countryside. He prayed for a war that 
would set all slaves free and crush the South. It would do 
his heart good to witness the South’s destruction, but he 
knew there might not be a war. The North and South could 
settle their differences peaceably, and that possibility had 
compelled Elroy to run for freedom. This wasn’t his first 
attempt to escape. He had run away twice before, but each 
time he had been caught and returned to the plantation. 
Both times Chris had ordered him lashed with the whip. 


| 
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Such severe punishment was not a deterrent; Elroy was 
willing to die for his freedom. 

As he raced tirelessly across the fields, he prayed fer- 
vently that each stride was taking him closer and closer 
to ultimate victory. He was breathing deeply, evenly, and 
his strong legs were moving effortlessly as each rapid 
pound of his heart seemed to beat the words freedom— 
freedom—freedom! 


Two 


Brent Sheldon was impressed with Tall Oaks. The fields 
were overflowing with budding cotton and the lawn sur- 
rounding the house was meticulously manicured. Two 
flower gardens, their blooms reflecting all the colors of the 
rainbow, were located on either side of the house. The out 
buildings were in good repair, and a stable large enough 
to hold more than thirty horses was situated behind a huge 
shed filled with blacksmith’s paraphernalia. 

The magnificent two-story house stood as a testament 
to its owner's prosperity. A long, winding lane, bordered 
by towering oaks, guided a visitor to the brick-faced home. 
A short flight of steps led to a pillared porch that held 
cane rockers, a wooden swing, and three small tables. Six 
hanging plants, spaced evenly, were attached to the porch’s 

roof. 


As Brent, riding beside Chris, drew closer to the house, 
he said, “Tall Oaks is very grand.” 

“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Chris responded, looking about as 
though he was seeing it for the first time. Tall Oaks never 
failed to inspire him. He lived and breathed the plantation. 
In the short time since he had taken control of the plan- 
tation Tall Oaks had come to mean everything to him. 

Chris glanced over his shoulder, checking on his entou- 
rage. His main reason for going to New Orleans had been 
to buy more Negroes, and he had taken four male slaves 
with him to care for his newly purchased property. A re- 
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fined gentleman never traveled without his body servant, 
so Chris had also taken the slave called Oscar, who cared 
for his master’s clothes, saw to his bath, and waited on 
him hand and foot. 

Oscar was riding on a buckboard with the other slaves, 
while the three men Chris had bought in New Orleans 
were walking behind the wagon. A young, light-colored 
woman also rode in the buckboard. Chris had bought her 
as a gift for Michelle, for she would make a fine lady's 
maid. Her name was Tana, and she was sixteen years old. 
Chris had another motive for purchasing Tana—she was 
quite lovely and he planned to bed her, without Michelle 
knowing about it. In Chris’s opinion, Michelle, like her 
father, was entirely too lenient with the slaves. 

As Chris and the others arrived, two boys hurried from 
the barn to take the horses to the stable. 

Dismounting, Chris told Oscar to take Tana around back 
to the kitchen. He ordered the others to deliver the new 
slaves to the overseer. Then, gesturing for Brent to precede 
him, he waved him up the steps and to the front door, 
which was opened immediately by a gray-haired butler. 

“Welcome home, Masta Chris,” the servant said respect- 
fully. 

“Where’s my sister?” Chris asked as he and Brent re- 
moved their stylish Panama hats and handed them to the 
butler. 

“Miz Lynnette’s in the parlah, Masta.” 

They were standing in a roomy foyer, and Brent's gaze 
swept appreciatively over the tasteful decor. A brass hat- 
and-coat rack stood in one corner, and several expensive 
paintings adorned the walls. A spiral staircase led to the 
second floor, and above it hung a crystal chandelier. 

Indicating for Brent to follow, Chris escorted his guest 
into a richly furnished parlor. 

Lynnette, was seated on a plush sofa, embroidering, but 
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24 
she quickly set her work aside and got to her feet to greet 
her brother and his companion. 

Chris gave his sister a quick kiss, then introduced Brent. 
5 this is Brent Sheldon. He’ll be our guest for a 
few ” 

“Welcome to Tall Oaks,” she said, impressed with Shel- 
don’s good looks. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Beauclair.” 

She insisted that he call her Lynnette, and as Chris 
poured brandy for himself and Brent, she asked their guest 
to be seated. 

Brent waited for his hostess to return to the sofa, then 
eased his muscular frame into a chair. He noticed a strik- 
ing resemblance between Chris and his sister. They both 
had golden blond hair and green eyes, and Lynnette, like 
her brother, was very attractive. 

Chris, sipping his brandy, explained that he had met 
Brent in New Orleans, but before he could expound fur- 
ther, the butler entered and told Chris that the overseer 
wished to see him. 

“He's waitin’ in your office, Masta,” the servant said. 

Excusing himself, Chris left the parlor, moving briskly 
down the hall and to his office. The overseer, a big man 
verging on obesity, was standing by the double doors that 
led out onto a side patio. 

“Is there a problem, Yancey?” 

“Yes, sir,” William Yancey replied. “That Nigra, Elroy, 
has run again.” 

“How long has he been gone?” 

“I estimate a couple of hours.” 

Chris was livid. “Damn! I thought after that last lashing 
you gave him he had learned his lesson!” 

“That boy ain’t ever gonna learn! He’ll never be any- 
thing but trouble. If you ask me, you oughta sell him 
downriver. A few years on a cane plantation will cure ’im 
of runnin’. No Nigra can survive breakin’ his back workin’ 
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in the cane fields, and Elroy cain’t run if he’s six feet 
underground.” Yancey, delighted at his own wit, guffawed. 

Chris was not amused. “Get four dependable men, 
mules for them to ride, and the bloodhounds. Then saddle 
three fresh horses and meet me out front in ten minutes.” 

“Three horses, sir?” 

“| have a guest, and I’m sure he’ll want to ride along.” 

“Yes, sir.” The overseer left through the patio doors. 

Returning to the parlor, Chris remarked angrily, “That 
damned Elroy has run again!” 

“Who's Elroy?” Brent asked. 

“A Nigra who's gonna get himself killed if he keeps 
trying my patience!” 


The plantation’s blacksmith was pacing in front of 
Louella’s cabin when she and Michelle returned, their 
bucket holding four good-sized catfish. 

“Jeremiah?” Louella questioned, knowing at once that 
something was wrong. “What's happened?” 

The slave cast Michelle an uncertain look. He didn’t 
feel free to speak in front of her. Not that he feared her; 
he had lived at Tall Oaks all his life and held his young 
mistress in high esteem. His reluctance to speak stemmed 
from the subject at hand. 

“Jeremiah,” Louella persisted, “tell me what’s hap- 


“Miz Beauclair, ma’am,” he said hesitantly, “I's not 


tryin’ to stir up trouble.” He didn’t dare use her first name; 


only house servants had that privilege—a privilege Louella 
hadn’t discarded after moving to the slave quarters. 

“I know you'd never cause trouble, Jeremiah,” Michelle 
assured him. “Has something happened?” 

“I was waitin’ for Louella to tell her that Elroy’s missin’.” 

“Missin’?” Louella mumbled. “That boy ain’t missin’! 
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He done run again.” She turned to Michelle. “Jeremiah’s 
just tryin’ not to upset you.” 

“You mean Elroy has run away before?” 

“Twice,” Louella answered. 

“But why?” 

“Why not’ is what Elroy would say if he was standin’ 
here.” Louella touched Michelle’s arm. “Don’t worry your 
pretty head *bout Elroy. Go on to the house, honey. Masta 
Chris must be anxious to give you your ar 

Michelle left; it was obvious Louella and Jeremiah 
would rather she didn’t stay. 

Jeremiah waited until Michelle was out of earshot before 
snapping at Louella, “How come you told her not to worry 
"bout Elroy? Masta Yancey’s liable to kill that boy! Miz 
Beauclair could stop *im from doin’ it!” 

“Maybe this time Elroy will get away.” 

“Damn little chance of that! Masta Yancey will find ’im 
as sure as we're standin’ here. This time, he'll probably 
whip ‘im to death.” 

“T’ll go to Miz Michelle ’fore I let that happen.” 

“Why don’t you run to her now?” Jeremiah demanded. 
“Why is you puttin’ it off?” 

“T's done told you a dozen times—I’s scared to tell Miz 
Michelle what's goin’ on ‘round here. What you think 
Masta Chris would do to me if he found out I was bad- 
mouthin’ Yancey to Miz Michelle? Masta Chris, he knows 
how Yancey is! "Sides, most the time Yancey’s carryin’ out 
the masta’s orders.” 

“You talks like you ain’t sure you can trust your mis- 
tress.” 

Louella sighed heavily. “I's scared to trust anyone who's 
white, includin’ Miz Michelle. I’s afraid she'll believe 
Masta Chris over me. After all, she’s real fond of him. I's 
been hopin’ she'd find out "bout Masta Chris’s and Masta 
Yancey’s evilness without me havin’ to tell her.” 

Jeremiah draped an arm about Louella’s shoulder and 
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hugged her close. “I understand how you feel. In your 
shoes, I reckon I'd feel the same way. When it comes to 
| gakin’ 2 colored person's word over a white person’s, whites 
_ js always gonna side with whites! More than likely, that 
for Miz Beauclair, too!” 
“I prays to God you is wrong. "Cause she’s the only 
hope all us slaves has got left.” 


Yancey, four slaves astride mules, three bloodhounds, 
and fresh horses were waiting outside the house when 
Michelle arrived. She regarded the overseer carefully. She 
wasn’t well acquainted with him and had only seen him a 
few times, usually from a distance. The overseer her father 
had respected and trusted for years was no longer at Tall 
Oaks; this man had been hired by Chris. When Michelle 
had returned home from school Chris had informed her 
that her father’s man had left to buy a farm in Georgia. 

Chris came outside as she was climbing the porch steps, 
followed by Brent and Lynnette. 

“Michelle,” Chris said, “your surprise is waiting for you 
in the kitchen. I'd like to present it to you myself, but 
Elroy has run, I need to start after him before he gets too 
far away.” 

“Yes, I know,” she replied. “Jeremiah told me. He said 
Elroy has run away before.” Her eyes stared into Chris’s 
suspiciously. “Why does he keep running? Has he been 
mistreated?” 

“Of course not. It’s just that his previous owner made 
the mistake of educating him.” Chris turned away from 
Michelle, and said to Brent, “You'll ride with us, won’t 
you?” 

Pursuing a runaway slave wasn’t an activity to Sheldon’s 
liking. He didn’t blame the man for fleeing. Despite 
Brent’s fondness for the South, he didn’t believe in slavery. 
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But he decided to ride along. He was curious about this 
educated slave. 

The butler, standing in the doorway, quickly handed the 
men their hats. 

“Let’s mount up,” Chris said. He turned to Lynnette. 
“We should be back in time for supper.” 

Michelle was poised on the top step and as Brent moved 
past her, his gaze briefly met hers. She had never seen 
eyes so perfectly blue, nor had any man’s nearness ever 
sent her heart pounding so suddenly. She watched as he 
went to his horse and swung agilely into the saddle. As 
though he could feel her scrutiny, he looked into her face, 
smiled warmly, and tipped the brim of his hat. 

She returned his smile, and then, without waiting to see 
him and Chris leave, she went into the house. 

Unlike most plantation homes, the kitchen was an integral 
part of this house, and Michelle moved quickly through the 
formal dining room and opened the door that led into it. 

The room was filled with a delicious aroma; the cook, 
Mandy, was just taking two loaves of bread out of the 
oven. Mandy’s two young helpers were cleaning vegetables 
that were fresh from the garden. A girl Michelle had never 
seen was sitting at the kitchen table. She wasn’t aware of 
her mistress’s entry and had remained in her chair. 

“Stand up, girl!” Mandy demanded harshly. “Cain’t you 
see your mistress is here?” 

Tana bounded instantly to her feet. “Sorry, ma’am,” she 
murmured. Her face was turned to Michelle’s, but her eyes 
were respectfully downcast. 

“Is this girl my surprise?” Michelle asked Mandy. 

“Yes’m,” Mandy replied. “Oscar said that Masta Chris 
bought her for you. She’s well trained as a lady’s maid.” 

Michelle had never had a maid whose sole purpose was 
to take care of her. She'd never felt she needed one, for 
she preferred to do most things for herself. 

“What is your name?” she asked the girl. 
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“Tana, ma’am.” 

“Who owned you before Mr. Copeland bought you?” 

“I belonged to the Mitchell family. They have a plan- 
tation outside Macon, Georgia.” 

“Your diction is very good. Have you been schooled?” 

“No, ma’am,” she lied. She had received a minimum of 
schooling, but she wasn’t about to confess this to her new 
owner. She knew it was against the law to teach a slave 
to read and write. 

“Were you Mrs. Mitchell's maid?” 

“No, ma’am. I was the young mistress’s maid.” 

4 were you sold?” 

Tana shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t rightly know.” 
Again, she wasn’t telling the truth. She knew exactly why 
she had been sold, and it didn’t bear thinking of. 

Michelle studied Tana thoughtfully. The girl was excep- 
tionally lovely. Her simple cotton dress hung loosely over 
her slender, softly contoured frame, and hair as black as 
ebony fell to her shoulders in soft, shimmering curls. Her 
skin, only a shade darker than Michelle’s, was flawless. 
Her features were delicate, and her unusually large eyes 
were shadowed by thick lashes. It was obvious that she 
was part white, and Michelle wondered if Mr. Mitchell 
was her father. The possibility angered her. Thank good- 
ness women slaves at Tall Oaks were not subjected to their 
master’s lustful whims! 

“Come upstairs with me, Tana. We'll talk and get better 
acquainted.” 

Mandy looked on as Tana left the kitchen with her new 
mistress, a harsh frown wrinkling her brow. She had taken 
an instant dislike to Tana, for she envied the girl her youth 
and beauty. Moreover, as Michelle’s maid, she would be 

and treated much too leniently. 

“That light-skinned Nigra better not get uppity with 
me!” she mumbled resentfully. 

“Did you say somethin’?” one of her helpers asked. 


30 Rochelle Wayne 


“T didn’t say nothin’!” Mandy snapped. “Hurry up and 
finish with them vegetables, you lazy, good-for-nothin’ 
wenches!” 


Elroy, winded, rested beneath a tall, billowing tree. He 
had run steadily for hours until, finally, his legs had given 
out. Although he hated to stop, he knew he was too ex- 
hausted to go on. He had to catch at least thirty minutes” 
rest. 

The sun was starting its descent, but Elroy was looking 
forward to darkness. Nightfall would lessen his chances of 
being caught. He was running to New Orleans, where he 
hoped to receive help. When he had lived in the city with 
his previous owner, Dr. Stewart, he had been contacted by 
an abolitionist who had assured him that if he ever man- 
aged to escape, he would give him aid. Elroy, certain that 
Dr. Stewart planned to set him free, had declined the man’s 
offer. Now he could only hope that the abolitionist was 
still willing to help. 

Forcing his tense muscles to go lax, Elroy leaned back 
against the tree trunk and stretched out his long legs. He 
was too nervous to sleep, but he closed his eyes. 

Elroy, at the age of twenty-three, was a fine figure of 
a man, his lean, sinewy frame perfectly proportioned. His 
dark, tightly-curled hair was cut short, revealing a high, 
intelligent forehead. His face was handsome, with wide-set 
eyes framed by black brows, and a slightly broad nose. 

Elroy rested long enough for strength to return to his 
tired legs; then he got to his feet. He had some food 
wrapped in a small bundle, and a jar of water. Opening 
the bundle, he took out a biscuit and ate it hurriedly. Then 
he drank a mouthful of water, recapped the jar, and started 
on his way. He maintained a constant, steady pace 

An hour or so before sunset, the distant sic of dogs 
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reached Elroy’s ears. His heart hammered against his chest 
as he listened to the dreaded sound. 

“God!” he cried, his voice breaking with anguish. 
“God! Don’t let them catch me again!” He could already 
feel the whip tearing into his back, and ripping away his 
flesh. 

The dogs’ barking grew louder. 

Elroy took off running as fast as his legs could carry 
him. He had been traveling close to the road, but he now 
raced farther into the woods, hoping to find a way to elude 
the bloodhounds that had picked up his scent. 


Jeremiah sat at Louella’s table and stared blankly down 
at the plate of food she had put before him. 

“Ain’t you gonna eat?” she asked. She sat across from 
him, her own plate untouched as well. 

“I ain't got no appetite,” Jeremiah mumbled. 

“I knows what you mean. I don’t feel much like eatin’ 
myself. I’s too worried “bout poor Elroy.” 

**I remember the day Masta Beauclair come home from 
New Orleans with Elroy,” Jeremiah reflected. “He told 
me he wanted Elroy to learn how to be a blacksmith. He 
said I was gettin’ on in years, and he’d be needin’ someone 
to take my place. I was scared the masta was gonna sell 
me, and I told *im I wasn’t gettin’ old. Not yet, anyhow. 
Masta Beauclair told me not to worry none, that he wasn’t 
plannin’ on replacin’ me ‘fore my time. He just figured I 
needed a little help. ‘Help?’ I said. ‘Whatcha mean by 
that, Masta?’ And he told me, ‘Jeremiah, whenever you 
wants, you can spend the rest of your days loungin’ ‘round 
doin’ nothing *cept what pleases you.’ I told him fishin’ 
was what pleased me. Masta Beauclair said he wasn’t get- 
tin’ any younger either, and that when the time came he’d 
go fishin’ with me.” 

Louella listened to Jeremiah’s recollection with only half 
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her mind; she had heard him tell the story several times 
before. He enjoyed rehashing the old days, when life at 
Tall Oaks was as pleasant as a slave could hope for; talk- 
ing about the way it had been then seemed to help him 
forget the way it was now. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “the first time Elroy 
his mouth and spoke to me, I nearly keeled over back- 
wards. I ain’t never heard no colored man talk like white 
folks. But that Elroy, he’s a fine boy, even if he is more 
stubborn than a mule. I has tried and tried to talk *im out 
of runnin’! But I might as well have been talkin’ to the 
moon.” 

“You're real fond of Elroy, ain’t you?” 

“I reckon I kinda love ’im like a son.” Sudden tears 
flooded his eyes. 

“Jeremiah, what is it?” 

“Louella, I feels awful sick inside! It was me who went 
and told Masta Yancey that Elroy was gone!” His tone 
became desperate. “But what was I to do? If I hadn’t told, 
Masta Yancey would’ve whipped me somethin’ terrible! I 
put off reportin’ Elroy bein’ gone as long as I could.” 
Pushing his plate aside, he folded his arms on the table, 
leaned his head against them, and cried. 

Louella hurried to his side. Kneeling, she patted his 
shoulder comfortingly. “It’s all right, Jeremiah. You only 
done what you had to do. Ain't no one gonna blame you, 
least of all Elroy.” 

He got to his feet, drawing Louella up with him. Hold- 
ing her tightly against his chest, he murmured, “I loves 
you, woman. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

She laced her arms about his neck and brought his lips 
down to hers. Louella loved Jeremiah with all her heart. 
They had both lived their whole lives at Tall Oaks, though 
their feelings hadn’t turned amorous until Louella had 
moved to the quarters. Now, though she and Jeremiah had 
their own cabins, he usually spent the night in hers. 
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“Do you reckon there's any chance that Elroy will get 
away?” Louella asked. It was a foolish question, and she 
already knew the answer. 

“I don’t much think so.” 

“Then I thinks we should pray that God will keep Masta 
Yancey from hurtin’ Elroy.” 

“God?” he scoffed. “That's silly talk, woman! God's 
only for white folks. There ain’t nobody who’s gonna stop 
Masta Yancey from layin’ his whip against Elroy. He'll 
start whippin’ that boy "fore he even gets ’im back home. 
That Yancey’s a devil, and there ain’t nothin’ he'd rather 
do than lay a whip against a Nigra’s back!” 


Three 


Elroy stood with his back braced against a tree, his heart 
was pounding like a sledgehammer. Fear made his knees 
as weak as a kitten’s. Force of will alone kept him on his 
feet. 

The bloodhounds, keeping vigil, growled viciously and 
bared their teeth each time Elroy so much as flexed a mus- 
cle. 

Elroy had been caught before by these same dogs, and 
he knew if he tried to run, they would chase him down. 
The first time he had run from the planation he hadn’t 
stopped when the dogs caught him, and they had knocked 
him to the ground and sunk their teeth into his flesh. Only 
Yancey’s timely arrival had prevented them from tearing 
him to pieces. 

As long as he stayed still, Elroy knew the dogs weren’t 
a threat. His thoughts turned to Yancey, and a shiver ran 
up his spine as he wondered how many lashes the man 
would deliver across his bare back. Elroy was already 
scarred from two previous whippings; after tonight he 
would probably have scars on top of scars. He might even 
be dead! Yancey was certainly capable of killing him. 

Elroy didn’t especially fear death. He felt he'd rather be 
dead than be a slave. He did, however, fear the whip. To 
die under such torture was enough to put terror in the 
stoutest heart. 
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The sounds of arriving horses silenced the dogs, and 
they backed away from their quarry. 

Elroy watched as Yancey, followed by Chris and Brent, 
rode into view. The slaves, riding bareback on their mules, 
brought up the rear. Elroy was surprised to see Copeland, 
for he hadn't known that the master had returned from 
New Orleans. His gaze moved briefly over Sheldon as he 
wondered who he was. 

“Well! Well!” Yancey declared, smiling hatefully at El- 
roy. “It seems you done been caught again. You hard- 
headed Nigra! Ain’t you ever gonna learn you cain’t run 
away? How many times you gotta be lashed ’fore you learn 
your lesson?” 

Elroy didn’t say anything, but merely glowered at the 
overseer. 

Taking his coiled whip, Yancey dismounted with delib- 
erate slowness, his murderous gaze boring into Elroy’s. 
“Don’t look at me like you wanna kill me, boy! Turn your 
eyes away from me ’fore I pluck *em out and throw em 
to the dogs! You don’t look no white man in the eye! You 
hear me, Nigra?” 

Elroy did as Yancey ordered, since to further incite the 
overseer would only increase his punishment. 

Turning to one of the slaves, Yancey spat harshly, “Get 
off that mule and tend to my dogs!” 

The man obeyed. Hurrying to the hounds, he quickly 
leashed them. 

Yancey waited until the slave took away the dogs. Then, 
stepping closer to Elroy, he uncoiled his whip, snapped it 
ominously, and grinned from ear to ear. “Take off your shirt, 
boy! Then turn around, ’cause I’m gonna give you a taste 
of what's waitin’ for you later on. When I get you home I’m 
gonna string you up in the barn and tear the flesh right off 
your back. After that I just might whip your black ass until 
it looks like a piece of bloody meat!” Yancey laughed with 
glee. He relished meting out his version of justice. 
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Brent had been listening with disgust. He turned to 
Chris and asked, “You aren’t going to allow this, are you?” 

He shrugged, as though disinterested. “Why not? Elroy 
deserves to be punished.” 

“No man deserves to be lashed with a whip!” Brent 
said angrily. 

“I don’t expect you to understand. You're a Northerner. 
If slave-whipping turns your stomach, I suggest you go 
back to the house.” 

“Get that shirt off!” Yancey suddenly yelled at Elroy. 
“Take it off or I'll rip it off!” He sent his whip crackling 
through the air. 

“You'll have to rip it off my back,” Elroy said, standing 
tall, his head held high with dignity. “I won't remove it 
myself.” 

“Grab his arms!” Yancey told the other slaves. 

Reluctantly, they did as they were told. 

Elroy didn’t fight them; he knew a struggle would be 
pointless. 

“Turn "im around,” the overseer continued. “I want his 
back facin’ me.” 

The slaves, though in complete sympathy with Elroy, 
obeyed Yancey without hesitation. 

His grin demonic, Yancey snapped his whip for empha- 
sis. Then, drawing back his arm, he sent the lash across 
his victim’s back. The deadly thong cut through Elroy’s 
shirt and into his flesh. 

Elroy, holding back a scream, bit into his bottom lip so 
hard that he tasted blood. 

Yancey delivered another torturous stroke, this one rip- 
ping away more material as it snaked across its target. 

Elroy moaned, a scream still lodged in his throat. 

Readying himself to strike again, Yancey drew back his 
arm and was about to inflict more pain when, unexpect- 
edly, strong fingers gripped his whip hand. 

“Drop the whip!” Brent demanded. 
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Yancey had been so involved with Elroy that Sheldon 
had taken him unawares. 

“Do as I say!” Brent insisted. His fingers tightened 
painfully about the overseer’s wrist. 

Yancey’s gaze flew to Chris, who was climbing down 
from his horse. “You ain’t gonna let this Yankee get away 
with this, are you?” 

Brent gripped the overseer’s wrist so tightly that he 
feared his bones would break. Giving in, he turned lose 
the whip. 

“That's better,” Brent remarked, kicking the whip to the 
side. Elroy, along with the other slaves, looked on incredu- 
lously. 

“Mr. Copeland,” Yancey began, his face red with rage, 
“am I or am I not in charge of the slaves?” 

“Of course you are,” Chris replied calmly. “But you’ll 
have to excuse Mr. Sheldon. After all, he’s not from these 
parts.” 

The overseer glared at Brent. “When I get that Nigra 
home I’m gonna string ’im up and lash the meat off his 
bones! If you don’t like it, then you’d better stay in the house 
with the women. That's where you yellow-bellies belong—in 
the parlor drinkin’ tea with the ladies. You Nigra-lovin’ son- 
ofabitch!” 

Brent's hand shot out, and grabbing Yancey by the shirt 
collar, he jerked him roughly. “If you don’t shut your ugly 
mouth, you’re gonna find I'm the meanest Nigra-lovin’ 
sonofabitch you ever tangled with!” 

“Gentleman, gentleman,” Chris intervened smoothly. 
“There’s no reason for violence.” He looked directly at the 
overseer. “Mr. Sheldon is a guest at Tall Oaks, and he will 
be treated with respect. Get Elroy and return home. This 
matter will be settled later.” 

“Settled?” Brent snapped. “How? By whipping that 
poor man to death?” 
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“Brent, this really isn’t any of your business,” Chris 
replied. His patience was beginning to waver. 

“I’m making it my business.” 

Anger flickered in Copeland’s eyes. “I do not intend to 
discuss this with you.” He forced a smile. “Now, shall we 
head for home? I’m sure the ladies are holding dinner for 


us. 

Sheldon brushed past Chris, went to Elroy, and asked, 
“Why do you keep running away when you know you'll 
get caught and punished? My God, man! It doesn’t make 
any sense!” 

“Why do I run?” Elroy answered. “You might as well 
ask me why do I breathe?” 

“You can't live without breathing.” 

“I rest my case,” Elroy murmured, his eyes looking 
steadfastly into Brent's. 

Sheldon found himself admiring the rebellious slave. 
“Are you saying you'd rather be dead than be a slave?” 

“Wouldn’t you?” 

“Yes, I would,” he replied unhesitatingly. Turning away, 
he said to Chris, “I want to buy Elroy.” 

“He’s not for sale.” 

“Of course he is. Everybody has a price. What’s yours?” 

“He’s a prime buck. I couldn’t sell him for less than 
two thousand dollars.” 

“Sold,” Brent declared. He turned a hard gaze to Yancey. 
“I’m warning you to stay the hell away from my slave.” 

Yancey was seething. He had been looking forward to 
whipping Elroy. 

“T thought you didn’t believe in slavery,” Chris said. 

“1 don’t.” 

“But you just bought yourself a slave.” 

“So I did,” he replied, smiling. Returning to Elroy, Brent 
told him to share a mule with one of the other slaves. 

“You oughta make that damned Nigra walk back 
home!” Yancey mumbled bitterly. 
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Ignoring the overseer’s remark, Brent said to Elroy, 
“When you get back go to your cabin, clean up, and then 
come to the house. Since I don’t have a manservant you 
get the job.” 

A flash of resentment crossed Elroy’s face. He had 
thought Sheldon was different from most white men, but 
he had apparently thought wrong. The man had saved him 
from the lash simply because he needed a personal servant. 

Brent had seen his resentment, but he didn’t comment 
on it. He and Elroy would talk later when they were alone. 


Michelle and Lynnette were sitting on the front porch 
when the men returned. The ladies had donned evening 
dresses for dinner. 

Brent’s gaze admired Michelle as he dismounted and 
moved up the steps. She stood to welcome him, and his 
eyes skimmed approvingly over her dress of blue silk, its 
voluminous skirt billowing gracefully over petticoats and 
a hoop. Her long auburn tresses were unbound, and the 
lustrous waves cascaded past her bare shoulders. Her jew- 
elry consisted of a dainty diamond pendent with matching 
earrings. Brent found her strikingly beautiful, and he con- 
trolled a strong urge to take her in his arms and kiss her. 
The thought alone stirred his passion. 

“Good evening, Brent,” she said pleasantly. His pres- 
ence was again sending her heart pounding. 

Chris climbed the steps behind Sheldon. 

“Did you find Elroy?” Lynnette asked her brother. 

“Yes, we did.” ~ 

“And?” she questioned. 

“And what?” 

“Are you going to punish him?” Lynnette asked. 

Michelle was about to object to a physical punishment, 
but before she could, Chris told his sister, “He’s no longer 
my slave to discipline. He now belongs to Brent.” 
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Such startling news sent Lynnette bounding to her feet. 
She gaped at Sheldon. “You bought Elroy, but you're . . . 
you're a Northerner!” 

“Yes, ma’am. | certainly am.” 

“But I thought people up north were against slavery.” 

“Lynnette,” Chris interrupted, “discussing conflicting 
opinions can only lead to a disagreement. Besides, Brent 
and I are famished. Shall we go inside and have dinner?” 

“Yes, of course. But first Mandy will have to put it on 
the table.” 

“Good, That will give Brent and me time to wash up.” 
He turned to Michelle. “By the way, my dear, did you like 
your surprise?” 

“Yes, but...” 

“But what?” 

She almost told him that she didn’t need a lady’s maid, 
but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. She murmured, 
“Nothing. I’m very pleased with Tana.” 

“Where is the girl?” he asked. 

“In my room.” 

“Do you want a cot moved into your room for her?” 

“No, that isn’t necessary. Tana will sleep in the servants’ 
quarters out back.” 

Chris smiled inwardly. He had been hoping Tana 
wouldn’t be sleeping in Michelle’s bedroom. This way it 
would be much easier for him to have his way with her. 

He gestured for the women to precede him into the 
house; then he and Brent went upstairs to wash. Chris hur- 
ried into his room and washed quickly, then moved cau- 
tiously to Michelle’s bedroom. The tor was unlocked, and 
he stepped quietly inside, closing the door behind him. 

Tana was turning back her mistress’s bedcovers. Chris's 
sudden presence frightened her, and she stared at him war- 
ily. 
“Don’t be afraid,” he said gently. He moved to her side 
like a hunter stalking his prey. 
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She dropped her gaze to the floor. Fear gnawed at her 
stomach, and she thought she might be physically ill. 

Chris placed a hand under her chin, lifting her face up 
to his. “My coming here doesn’t surprise you, does it?” 

“No, Masta.” 

“You saw the way I was looking at you during the trip 
from New Orleans. You know I desire you, don’t you?” 

She swallowed heavily. “Yes, Masta Chris.” 

“Tonight, after everyone is asleep, | want you to come 
to my room.” 

Her expression turned desperate. “Oh please, Masta! 
Don’t make me do that!” 

Chris was taken totally off guard. It had never dawned 
on him that Tana might react this way. Why, the ungrateful 
wench should consider his attentions an honor! “What's 
wrong with you, girl?” he demanded harshly. 

“Please, Masta Chris!” she begged, tears in her eyes. 

He reached out and gripped her shoulders. “Are you 
still a virgin? Is that why you're scared?” 

“Yes, Masta, I’m a virgin.” 

“Well then, you should be glad that I’m willing to rec- 
tify that situation. You colored gals are naturally lustful.” 
He grinned assuredly. “Tonight you’ll find out what I 
mean. You'll take to lovin’ like a hound dog takes to 
huntin’. Just wait and see.” 

He wheeled about and started for the door. Before leav- 
ing, he turned back to Tana. “I don’t want you to say 
anything about this to your mistress, or anyone else. If you 
do, I'll have the overseer paddle your butt until it bleeds. 
Do you understand me, girl?” He was bluffing, hoping to 
scare her into silence. 

“Yes, sir. I understand.” 

When he had gone Tana sank down onto the bed, bow- 
ing her head and surrendering to tears. Her shoulders 
shook with each deep, wracking sob that tore painfully 
from her throat. 
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Following dinner, Brent asked Michelle to accompany 
him on a walk. She accepted readily, for she was looking 
forward to being alone with him. 

Chris, seated at the table, watched the pair leave with a 
stirring of jealousy. He was beginning to regret inviting 
Sheldon to Tall Oaks. This was the second time the man 
had gone too far: first with Elroy and now with Michelle. 

Lynnette read the jealousy in her brother’s eyes and said 
confidently, “Don’t look so upset, Chris. Michelle isn’t 
about to become infatuated with a Yankee. She has too much 
loyalty. Brent Sheldon is very handsome and charming, but 
he isn’t someone she would consider a proper suitor.” 

“You sound very sure of yourself.” 

“I am.” She was sitting close to her brother and now 
she reached over to pat his hand. “Don’t fret, Chris. Mr. 
Sheldon will be leaving soon. But I do think you have 
waited long enough.” 

“Long enough for what?” 

Lynnette frowned testily. “To pursue Michelle. She al- 
ready thinks the world of you. It wouldn’t take much effort 
to win her heart.” 

Chris wasn’t quite so confident. “I’m not sure Michelle 
thinks of me that way. I get the feeling she only likes me 
as a friend.” 

“Then change her mind!” Lynnette snapped impatiently. 
“For heaven’s sake, Chris! You’re handsome, suave, and 
women have always found you irresistible! Michelle will 
not be an exception! But if you continue biding your time, 
some other man’s liable to come along and sweep her off 
her feet, and where will that leave us? Homeless, that’s 
where! If you want to own Tall Oaks, you'd better start 
paying Michelle the right kind of attention. You do want 
her and this plantation, don’t you?” 

“More than anything in this world.” It was the truth; 
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Chris did, indeed, want Michelle and Tall Oaks. Any man 
in his right mind would want such a beautiful woman. 
However, Chris desired Tall Oaks even more than he did 
Michelle. The plantation belonged to Michelle, and he 
couldn’t have one without the other. 

“Well?” Lynnette persisted. “Are you going to follow 
my advice?” 

“Yes, I am. But I can’t rush her. I'll have to handle the 
situation carefully. If I’m too aggressive, | might lose her 
for good.” 

Lynnette’s eyes lit up with an idea. “Chris, let’s give a 
formal ball! Such occasions are always wonderfully roman- 
tic! You dance so divinely that Michelle will absolutely 
melt in your arms. Toward the end of the evening you can 
waltz her onto the patio and win her heart beneath an 
amorous moon.” 

Chris chuckled good-naturedly. “I didn’t know you were 
such a romantic. But I must admit your idea sounds per- 
fect. I’ll start on the invitations first thing in the morning.” 


Michelle and Brent, the moon lighting their way, strolled 
slowly down the oak-bordered lane. The night was clear 
and a multitude of stars were sprinkled across the dark 
sky. A cool breeze stirred, and Michelle took the shawl 

over her arm and wrapped it about her shoulders. 

“Are you cold?” Brent asked. 

“No, not really. Actually, the crisp air is refreshing.” 

“Spring will be here soon. It’s my favorite time of the 


“Mine too,” she replied. 

Brent glanced back over his shoulder. Lanterns shone 
brightly on the two-story house, illuminating its grandeur. 
“Michelle, your home is very beautiful. I don’t suppose 
you'd ever consider leaving it.” 
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She paused, looking up into his face with surprise. 
“Leave it? But why would I do that?” 

“Someday you’ll marry. What if your husband wishes 
to live elsewhere? He might have his own home.” 

She continued walking, and Brent fell into step beside 
her. 

“I don’t know what I would do. I can’t imagine ever 
leaving Tall Oaks.” 

“If there’s a war, and the South is defeated, plantations 
like this one will no longer exist.” 

Michelle’s back stiffened, “I don’t like this conversation. 
I think we should avoid discussing politics. Did you forget 
that we'll be on opposite sides if war comes?” 

“No, I didn’t forget.” Brent placed a hand on her arm, 
bringing her steps to a halt. Gazing down into her brown 
eyes, he murmured, “But you must prepare yourself.” 

“For what?” 

“For war. I think it’s inevitable. And the South doesn’t 
stand a chance of winning.” 

“Mr. Sheldon, in this part of the country those are fight- 
ing words. Furthermore, you are a fraud! Your loyalty is 
not truly with the North. If it was, you wouldn’t have 
bought a slave.” 

Brent smiled wryly, a starkly sensual smile that sent 
Michelle's pulse racing. “That's true. I did buy a slave. How- 
ever, I intend to take him home to Cincinnati. Once there, 
I'll set him free.” 

Michelle was confused. “Then why did you buy him?” 

“To save him from your overseer’s whip.” 

Inhaling sharply, she gasped, “What are you saying?” 

“Mr. Yancey is a bully. If I hadn’t stopped him, he 
would have whipped Elroy within an inch of his life.” 

Anger burst in her. How dare Chris hire a man like that! 
She intended to have a long talk with him. If he didn’t 
deal firmly with Yancey, she would! “Believe me, I didn’t 
know Mr. Yancey was so cruel.” 
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“Maybe you should start taking more of an interest in 
the running of Tall Oaks,” Brent suggested. His words had 
a serious undertone. 

“That's what Louella said.” 

“Who's Louella?” 

“She’s the plantation’s laundress.” 

“You should take her advice.” 

“Brent, you must understand that I’ve spent the last four 
years in school. My father passed away a few months ago. 
That's when Chris came here. I saw no reason not to let 
him run the plantation. I’ve only been home two months, 
and...and...” 

“And what?” he encouraged. 

She appeared somewhat embarrassed. “And I’ve done 
nothing. But Chris and Lynnette seemed to have everything 
under control.” 

“I don’t doubt it. They seem like the kind of people 
who like to be in control.” 

“That’s a strange thing to say. I thought you and Chris 
were friends.” 

“We don’t know each other all that well. Though, in 
some ways, Chris is a likable sort.” 

“How did you two meet?” 

“We met in a gambling house in New Orleans. We were 
playing in the same card game. Afterward we had break- 
fast. Then we went out carousing together.” 

She smiled pertly. “Carousing? What all does that en- 
tail?” 

“Never mind.” He grinned. 

“Chris mentioned you have relations in New Orleans.” 

“My father’s sister married a man from New Orleans. 
He’s a very successful lawyer. Since I’m fond of New Or- 
leans, I visit my aunt and uncle at least once a year.” 

Becoming aware of the late hour, Michelle began walk- 
ing back toward the house. Brent took her arm and slipped 
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it through his. She didn’t object, for she liked being close 
to him. 

“Brent, how long do you plan to stay at Tall Oaks?” 

“Well, I had planned to stay only a couple of days, but 
now I hope to stay until | wear out my welcome.” 

“Oh? What made you change your mind?” 

“You did,” he said, bringing their steps to an abrupt 
stop. Taking her completely by surprise, he drew her into 
his arms, and his lips covered hers in a hungry caress. 

Michelle had been kissed before. During her visits home 
from school she had been courted by eager beaux who were 
totally enamored of her. But never had she been kissed so 
passionately or so breathtakingly. Brent's lips moving over 
hers in such a sensuous exploration weakened her knees, 
and she leaned against his muscular length for support. 

When he reluctantly released her the pounding of her 
heart seemed so loud that she thought he must surely hear 
it. She was flushed, and a strange longing was running 
through her body. Unsure of these feelings, and afraid that 
if he kissed her again, she might respond brazenly, she 
stammered faintly, “Good . . . good night, Brent.” 

Then, lifting the hem of her long skirt, she fled to the 
porch and hurried up the steps. 

As Brent watched her disappear into the house, his own 
heart was beating strongly. He was not a womanizer, but 
he was well experienced in the art of lovemaking. But no 
woman’s kiss had affected him as deeply as Michelle’s. He 
wondered if he was falling in love. He supposed it was 
indeed possible, but the revelation was disturbing. The up- 
coming war would certainly place them on opposing sides. 

He considered sticking to his original plan and leaving 
Tall Oaks the day after tomorrow. But as the sweetness of 
Michelle’s kiss came to mind, he knew he couldn't leave 
her so soon after finding her. 


Four 


Lynnette was about to retire to her room when Michelle 
bounded into the house and asked, “Where’s Chris?” 

“In his office,” she replied. “Is something wrong? You 
seem flushed.” Her eyes widened suspiciously. “Did that 
Yankee take advantage of you? If he did, Chris will . . .” 

“Nothing happened,” Michelle interrupted. “Brent is a 
gentleman.” She wasn’t about to tell Lynnette that Brent's 
kiss had put the color in her cheeks. Her stepmother would 
not only disapprove but would chastise her for allowing 
Brent to take such liberties. “If you'll excuse me, I need 
to talk to Chris.” 

“Oh? At this hour?” Lynnette was curious. 

“Yes, at this hour,” Michelle said firmly, her thoughts 
on Yancey. She moved quickly down the hall and to the 
office, where she knocked on the door. 

“Come in,” she heard Chris call. 

She stepped inside. Chris was seated at the desk, but 
Michelle’s entrance brought him to his feet. “My dear, this 
is a pleasant surprise.” 

“It might be a surprise, but it won't be pleasant.” 

Chris was instantly on guard. Had Tana run to her mis- 
tress to tell her about his visit? That would certainly anger 
Michelle. Managing to maintain his composure, he asked, 
“Is something wrong?” 

She stood stiffly, facing him across the desk. “I want 
to talk to you about William Yancey.” 
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“Yancey?” he asked. Suddenly her reason for seeking 
him out was obvious. He was relieved it had nothing to 
do with Tana. He said calmly, “I see Brent has been 
spreading ugly rumors. He no doubt painted a very dis- 
torted picture. But, my dear, you must understand that he’s 
a Northerner and sees things differently than we do.” 

“Did Yancey dare use a whip on Elroy?” she demanded, 
fire in her eyes. 

Michelle’s anger worried Chris. He had believed she had 
no real interest in the plantation or its slaves. In the two 
months since she had returned home she had given him 
free rein over Tall Oaks. Now, all at once, she had decided 
to assert her power. 

“Yes, Yancey carries a whip,” Chris finally replied. 
“And he did use it on Elroy. How else can an overseer 
remain in control?” 

“The overseer who worked for my father never carried 
a whip!” 

“Michelle,” he began, as though soothing an over- 
wrought child, “exactly why are you so upset? Tell me and 
I'll take care if it.” 

“Upset?” she said sharply. “That's putting it mildly! Tell 
Yancey if he doesn’t get rid of that whip, I'll get rid of 
him!” 

“You can’t be serious! Yancey’s too good an overseer to 
dismiss over something so trivial.” 

“I don’t consider whipping a slave trivial!” She raised 
her chin firmly, her eyes staring unyieldingly into Chris's. 
“I'll not tolerate abuse at Tall Oaks!” 

He could see she meant what she said. He moved 
around the desk and stood before her, feigning full agree- 
ment, and said, “I would never condone abuse. But some- 
times a couple of lashes across an insolent Negro’s back 
is the only discipline he understands. However, if you'd 
rather Yancey didn’t resort to the whip, I'll insist that he 
administer punishments less severe.” 
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“Why must he punish them at all? I can’t recall my 
father ever punishing a slave.” 

“But of course he did. You don’t recall such acts be- 
cause he kept them from you. Disciplining slaves is cer- 
tainly not a subject a father discusses with his daughter.” 
He gently placed his hands on her shoulders, smiled 
charmingly, and tried to reassure her. “Don’t worry about 
the slaves, my dear. I will make sure Yancey does not 
mistreat them. If he doesn’t cooperate, Ill dismiss him 
myself. That's a 

“Very well,” she replied, but she didn’t sound too con- 
vinced. 

“Don’t you trust me?” 

“I want to trust you.” 

He kissed her forehead. “You mustn’t allow a Yankee 
to put doubts in your mind. Bringing Sheldon here was a 
mistake. I should insist that he leave.” 

“No,” she said quickly. “I like Mr. Sheldon, and he’s 
welcome to stay as long as he wishes.” Turning, she went 
to the door, bid Chris good night, and left. 

Chris stepped to the liquor cabinet and poured a brandy. 
Michelle’s sudden interest in Yancey angered him. Did she 
think kindness kept slaves in line? Only the threat of a 
flogging could do that! He quickly decided his sister was 
right. He must marry Michelle as soon as possible; other- 
wise she might get it in her head to run Tall Oaks herself. 
That, in his opinion, would be a total disaster! A woman 
operating a plantation? It was almost more than he could 
fathom. 

Yes, he thought, / must hurry and marry her! He would 
then have the legal right to run Tall Oaks the way he 
pleased, and he would insist that Michelle conduct herself 
according to Southern customs. Which would mean dedi- 
cating her life to her husband, her home, and her children. 


*** 
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Chris was drinking his second brandy when Brent 
knocked on the door. Inviting him in, Chris offered him a 
drink, which he declined. 

“I came here to get my bill of sale,” Brent explained. 
“] don’t have two thousand dollars here; I don’t carry that 
much cash. I will give you my note, though, and as soon 
as I return home, I'll have the money transferred to your 
bank.” 

“That will be fine,” Chris agreed. He brought out paper 
from his desk and wrote out a bill of sale. Both men 
signed the document, and then Brent folded the paper and 
put it into his jacket pocket. 

“Don’t lose that,” Chris advised. “You'll need it, trav- 
eling through the South. You might be asked to prove your 
ownership. A lot of abolitionists try to sneak Negroes out 
of the South by pretending to be their masters.” 

“I won’t lose it,” he assured him. 

Chris, still seated at his desk, watching Sheldon intently. 
“Why did you buy Elroy?” 

“I think you know why.” 

“To save him from a lashing?” 

Brent didn’t reply. 

“Good God, man! Two thousand dollars to save a slave 
from the whip? Isn’t that a little eccentric?” 

“Yes, I suppose it is. But there’s something in Elroy 
that’s worth more than two thousand dollars. In fact, it is 
priceless.” 

“What's that?” he asked, totally perplexed. 

“Dignity,” Brent answered. “I didn’t feel as though I 
could stand by and watch a weasel like Yancey try to de- 
stroy Elroy’s dignity. No man should have that taken away 
from him.” 

Chris smiled easily. “I’m not about to debate slavery 
with you, Brent. We got into that argument in New Or- 
leans, and neither of us will ever change his way of think- 
ing.” 
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“T'll take that brandy now, if you don’t mind.” 

Chris went to his liquor cabinet and poured his guest a 
drink, and another one for himself. “I wonder if bringing 
you here was a mistake,” he said thoughtfully, handing 
Brent his brandy. 

“Mistake?” Brent questioned. “You were well paid for 
Elroy. After Yancey got through with him he would’ve been 
worthless.” 

“['m not referring to Elroy alone. I’m just not sure if 
a plantation is the right place for a Northerner. Your visits 
to the South have always kept you in cities. Your only 
contact with slaves have been house servants, or slaves 
who work at hotels and such. You must realize that field 
slaves are very different and are not treated the same.” 

“I’m perfectly aware of that,” Brent replied. “But you're 
wrong; this is not my first visit to a plantation.” He grinned 
wryly. “However, it is the first time I’ve ever purchased a 
slave.” He tilted the brandy to his lips, took a large drink, 
and then asked, “Do you want me to leave?” 

Chris almost said yes, but then, remembering that 
Michelle wanted Brent to remain, he answered amiably, 
“You are my guest at Tall Oaks, and more than welcome.” 
He took a drink, then asked hesitantly, “How long do you 
plan to stay?” 

Brent didn’t doubt that Copeland now regretted having 
asked him to Tall Oaks. And if it wasn’t for Michelle, he 
would be willing to leave right away. But he wanted to 
get to know her better. “I’m not sure how long I'll stay. 
A week, maybe two. Will that cause a problem?” 

“No, of course not,” Chris replied promptly with just 
the right amount of congeniality. 

Brent drained his drink and then put down the empty 
brandy snifter. “Good night, Chris. Ill see you in the 
morning.” 

“Good night, Brent,” Chris replied, watching his guest 
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leave with strong misgivings. “Damn!” he cursed softly. 
“I was a fool to bring a Yankee to Tall Oaks!” 


Brent hurried up the spiral staircase and moved down 
the hall to his room. The door was closed. When he 
opened it and stepped inside he found Elroy standing be- 
side the window, gazing outside. He whirled about at Shel- 
don’s entrance and met his new master’s eyes directly. 

“I thought slaves weren’t supposed to meet a white 
man’s eyes,” Brent remarked. 

“That rule usually applies only to field slaves.” 

Brent’s gaze traveled briefly over Elroy. The man was 
wearing a clean shirt and trousers. He was barefoot. 

“Do you own a pair of shoes?” he asked. 

“Own?” Elroy responded bitterly. “Why, Masta, suh, we 
slaves don’t own nothin’. Not even the clothes on our 
backs.” 

“I brought extra shoes. Go through them and see if you 
can find a pair that will fit.” 

“Thank you, Masta!” 

Brent didn’t comment on Elroy’s forced diction, though 
his gaze hardened. “How’s your back?” 

Still emulating a slave’s parlance, he mumbled, “It hurts 
somethin’ fierce, Masta, suh. But it'll heal in time.” 

“Cut the sarcasm, Elroy!” Brent said testily. “I am not 
amused. Furthermore, I have no patience with flippancy.” 

Elroy complied, but not entirely. Taking his anger out 
on Sheldon didn’t help matters, but he couldn't quite curb 
his insolence. “I’m sorry, sir. As your manservant, what 
exactly do you expect from me? Do I press your clothes, 
shine your shoes, fill your bathtub, and wash your back? 
In other words, do I wait on you hand and foot?” 

Two wing-backed chairs were placed in front of the unlit 
hearth. Gesturing toward them, Brent said, “Sit down, El- 
roy. We need to talk.” 
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Sheldon’s invitation took Elroy completely by surprise. 
Sit in a white man’s presence! Not even Dr. Stewart had 
allowed such a thing! Haltingly, Elroy went to a chair and 
perched on the very edge. 

Brent eased into the other chair, looked at Elroy, and 
said, “Relax. I wouldn’t have told you to sit down if I was 
going to reprimand you for it.” 

“I don't understand why you are treating me as though . . . 
as though . . .” 

“As though you're human?” Brent put in. 

“Yes, something like that.” 

“Elroy, I didn’t buy you because I want a slave. I’m 
from Cincinnati, and in another week or two I'll be leaving 
here for home. You will travel with me. Once we're up 
north you will be set free.” 

Elroy gaped at him incredulously. “Free? You're going 
to let me go free?” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“You must be very rich to throw away two thousand 
dollars like that!” 

Brent laughed softly. “I am well off financially. My fa- 
ther died last year, and I came into a large inheritance. He 
owned several businesses in Cincinnati. Now I’m in charge 
of those businesses.” 

“You say that as if you wish you weren’t.” 

“You're very perceptive. I’m not a businessman. My 
heart just isn’t in it. I would sell everything if it weren’t 
for my mother. But she refuses to even consider such a 
thing. She likes her life the way it is—well ordered, secure, 
and unchanged. What I consider dull she considers safe.” 

“So you’re stuck in Cincinnati, running your father’s 
businesses and taking care of your mother.” 

“That's true. I’m an only child, so she has no one else.” 

Elroy smiled briefly. “In a way, you’re as much a slave 
as I am.” 

“I suppose there’s a similarity. However, you won't be 
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a slave much longer. And as for being my manservant, I 
didn’t know any other way to get you safely out of 
Yancey’s reach. I understand there are quarters out back 
for the house servants. I think you should stay there. It’s 
not part of Yancey’s domain.” 

Elroy didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, 
when he did speak, his voice was choked with emotion, 
“Mr. Sheldon, I don't know how to thank you for helping 
me. Words seem so inadequate.” 

Sheldon offered Elroy his hand. Again, the slave was 
totally shocked. Tentatively, he accepted the proffered hand 
and shook it firmly. 

“I’m glad I was able to help you, Elroy.” 

“T'll pay you back the two thousand dollars, Mr. Shel- 
don, if I have to work day and night to do it.” 

“I don’t expect payment.” 

Elroy grinned lightheartedly. “What did you do, drop 
out of heaven or something?” 

Brent’s chuckle was hearty. “Heaven? I think not! In 
fact, my mother keeps telling me if I don’t change my 
sinful ways, I'm doomed to eternal damnation.” 

“What do you do that’s so sinful?” 

“I gamble, often drink to excess, and have been known 
to consort with women of questionable character.” 

Elroy laughed easily. “That's not sinful. That's just sow- 
ing your wild oats.” 

“That's what I keep telling my mother, but she says at 
twenty-six I should stop carousing and settle down with a 
well-bred young lady.” 

“Have you found such a lady?” 

The image of Michelle flashed through his mind. His 
mother would certainly be opposed to his marrying 
Michelle. She considered all Southerners socially unac- 
ceptable. That her sister-in-law had married a man from 
New Orleans was still infuriating, and the marriage had 
taken place twenty years ago. 
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“I'm not sure if I’ve met the right woman yet,” Brent 
answered slowly. “But when I do marry I’ll marry the 
woman I love. And my mother will have to accept my 
choice or else.” 

“Are you sure your mother hasn’t already chosen a 
young lady for you?” 

“As a matter of fact, she has. Her name is Charlene, 
and her mother is my mother’s closest friend. The two 
families have always hoped that Charlene and I would wed 


“Do you think you will?” 

“Not a chance. Charlene is a lovely young lady; how- 
ever, beneath that beauty lies a selfish, overbearing, and 
calculating woman. But enough talk about me. Tell me 

about yourself, Elroy.” 

“There's not much to tell. My previous owner was Dr. 
William Stewart. He and I grew up together. I was born 
in the Stewart household; my mother was the cook. The 
senior Stewart was also a doctor.” Elroy swallowed deeply, 
then continued in a harsh tone, “He was also my father.” 

“Then Stewart junior was actually your brother?” 

“Half-brother.” 

“You are obviously schooled. How did you manage to 
get an education?” 

“Old man Stewart had a tutor for his son, and he al- 
lowed me to attend the lessons. Of course, I was simply 
a mute bystander; I wasn’t permitted to take an active part 
in the lessons. When young Dr. Stewart went away to col- 
lege, I went with him as his manservant. At night I read 
all his textbooks. I also went to medical school with him, 
so I know a little about doctoring.” 

“You mean you actually read medical books?” 

“I read anything I could get my hands on.” 

“Is Stewart senior still alive?” 

“No, he’s been dead for two years. Soon after his fa- 
ther’s death, young Dr. Stewart was killed in a buggy ac- 
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cident. He always told me that he was going to set me 
free, but he died before doing so.” Elroy rubbed a hand 
over his brow, sighed deeply, and continued, “I sometimes 
wonder if he really intended to give me my freedom.” 

“Why do you wonder that?” 

He shrugged. “It’s just a feeling I have. We were broth- 
ers, but he never allowed me to cross that line between 
master and slave. He treated me well, but always as a 
servant.” 

“What happened to your mother?” 

“She was sold when I was a small boy.” 

“Why was she sold?” 

“My mother was an exceptionally beautiful woman. One 
night a visitor from Georgia came to the house. He took 
one look at my mother and decided he had to own her. 
He offered old man Stewart a price he couldn’t refuse. My 
mother left the next morning, and I haven't seen or heard 
from her since.” 

“My God!” 

“Once I’m a free man I intend to find my mother, if I 
have to comb the South from one end to the other.” 

“I don’t think you should do that. If. you return to the 
South, you’ll end up a slave again. People in these parts 
don’t take kindly to freed Negroes.” 

“What am I supposed to do? Just forget about my 
mother?” He sounded angry. 

“No, but wait until after the war. Then there will be no 
slavery.” 

“You think a war is certain?” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“And you think the South will lose?” 

“No question about it.” 

“I agree with you. And I'll take your advice; I'll search 
for my mother after the war.” 

“T’ll help you if I can.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Sheldon.” Elroy got to his feet. “It’s 
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room early in the morning. As long as we're at Tall 

I think I should carry out my duties as your servant. 

will keep the white folks from becoming upset and will 
the other servants from resenting me.” 

Very well, Elroy. Good night.” 

“Good night, sir,” he replied. He left the room, moving 
down the hall to the rear stairway, which led into the 
kitchen. Mandy was sitting at the table, drinking a glass 
of buttermilk. 

“My! My!” she drooled, her eyes moving boldly over 
Elroy’s handsome physique. She was glad he was a house 
servant now, for she had special plans for him. “You sure 
is somethin’!” she continued. “Lots of times when I was 
goin’ to the cellar out back, I seen you a-workin’ with 
Jeremiah. Most times you had your shirt off, and I seen 
all them lean muscles you got.” 

Elroy hoped this woman wasn’t about to try to seduce 
him. She was at least twice his age and not even remotely 
attractive. 

Mandy stood and wiped her hands on her apron, as 
though she wanted to be sure they we're clean before put- 
ting them on a man as fine as Elroy. She moved closer to 
him, smiled invitingly, and brushed her fingertips across 
his arms. “My bedroom’s off the kitchen. You wanna sleep 
with me tonight? I could sure use some pleasurin’.” 

“No, thank you. And please don’t ask me this again 
tomorrow night, or any other night. The answer will still 
be ‘no.’ ” 

She stepped back, her face glaring. “I. heard you talks 
like a white man. You thinks just "cause you can read and 
write, you’s better than us ignorant slaves!” 

“I think no such thing.” 

“You listen to me, boy!” she seethed, waving her finger 
in his face. “I don’t like no man actin’ like he’s too good 
for me!” That he had refused her advances was not only 
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humiliating but enraging. “I got a lot of influence in this 
house,” she carried on. “And I’s gonna be watchin’ you 
real close. You's better walk the line or I's see to it per- 
sonally that you's whipped within an inch of your life!” 

“Good God, woman! Does it anger you that much for 
a man to refuse your bed?” 

“Get out of here!” she cried, gesturing toward the door. 
“Get out of my kitchen, you uppity Nigra!” 

He swept past her and hurried outside. He had heard 
unsavory rumors about the cook, and after meeting her he 
didn’t doubt that everything he had heard was true. The 
woman was indeed spiteful and a tyrant. He felt sorry for 
the unlucky servants who worked beneath her. 

The servants’ quarters were a few yards behind the 
house. There were two buildings, one for men and one for 
women. Marriages were allowed at Tall Oaks, and if house 
servants married, they were given a cabin to themselves, 
close to the big house. 

Elroy’s long strides faltered as the moon shone down on 
a young girl walking his way. She was a vision of loveli- 
ness, and he unknowingly held his breath in wonder as 
she approached. 

She started to brush past him, but his hand snaked out 
and gently caught her arm. “Who are you?” he asked. Up 
close, her beauty was even more startling. 

“My name is Tana,” she said softly. She was fully aware 
of Elroy’s striking good looks. 

“Where are you going?” 

“To the big house.” 

“At this hour?” 

She couldn't tell him that the master had ordered her to 
his bedchamber. For one thing, Master Chris didn’t want 
her telling anyone. Also, and more importantly, she 
couldn’t bring herself to tell this man that she was about 
to be defiled. She already felt dirty, used, and degraded— 
and the master hadn’t even touched her yet. 


SURRENDER 59 


She drew away from Elroy’s hold on her arm, then 
headed quickly for the back door. He watched until she 
went inside the house. He couldn't be sure, but he thought 
he had seen a trace of tears in her eyes before she hurried 


away. 

He turned about and resumed his walk to the servants’ 
quarters. Later, as he lay on his cot, Tana’s lovely face 
lingered in his mind for a long, long time. 


five 


Tana moved quietly up the back stairway, her heart 
pounding and her legs trembling so badly that she could 
barely complete the climb. The hallway was lit by three 
wall lanterns, their low-burning wicks giving off just 
enough light to cast out shadows. Although she could see 
clearly, she didn’t know which room to go into. 

She moved hesitantly down the hall, her steps muffled 
by the thick carpet beneath her feet. The second story was 
huge, with many rooms leading off the corridor. When she 
reached Michelle's chamber she paused and stared at the 
closed door as though she might open it. But she didn’t 
dare; she was sure it would serve no purpose. In fact, it 
would probably make matters worse. Tana was pleased 
with her new mistress, but she certainly didn’t trust her. 
The young woman had treated her nicely and had assured 
her that she could come to her with any problem, but Tana 
didn’t believe her. She knew from experience that a mis- 
tress was capable of turning on her maid with unwarranted 
fury. Bitterness, mingled with pain, came to Tana’s face as 
she thought about her previous mistress. She still found it 
hard to believe that the woman had turned against her so 
cruelly. They had grown up together, and Tana had be- 
lieved that they were friends. 

She deliberately wiped the woman’s memory from her 
mind. Thinking about her hadn’t lost its power to wound. 
She wondered dismally if she would ever fully recover 
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from the woman’s treachery. She had a feeling the pain 
and bitterness would linger for a lifetime. 

Tana turned away from Michelle’s door; she would find 
no help there. She would never again have faith in any 
white person, particularly her new mistress. Tana firmly 
believed that Michelle’s friendly manner was false and, put 
to the test, her pleasant disposition would undoubtedly dis- 
appear. She had learned her lesson well! White people 
could not be trusted. 

She moved farther down the hall, still having no inkling 
which room was Master Copeland’s. However, her quan- 
dary was suddenly solved, for Chris's door edged open as 
he glanced into the hallway. Seeing Tana, he smiled, took 
her arm, and drew her into his bedroom. 

He was wearing a robe, and Tana shuddered to think 
that beneath it he was most likely naked. 

Chris’s eyes moved admiringly over Tana’s slender 
frame, which her simple cotton dress clearly defined. He 
couldn’t recall ever seeing a slave who appealed to him 
as much as Tana did. She was lovely, exquisitely delicate, 
and he felt as though he could gaze forever into her lu- 
minous brown eyes. 

“I was beginning to think you weren't going to come,” 
he said. He was obviously pleased; it was in his voice and 
showed on his face. But he was instantly aggravated with 
his feelings. This woman was his slave, and he was acting 
as though she were the belle of the county, But there was 
something about Tana that set her apart from other slaves. 
It didn’t dawn on Chris that he found her different because 
he saw her as a woman instead of as a slave. He had been 
taught from childhood to believe that Negroes were infe- 
rior, and that he might someday become infatuated with a 
slave was unimaginable. 

Chris’s anger deepened. Damn it, he was the master, and 
he would make that clear from the start! “Take off your 
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dress and get into bed!” he ordered gruffly, asserting his 
power. 

Tana, determined to hold on to her self-esteem, turned 
about proudly and walked across the room to the large, 
four-poster bed. Only one lamp was burning. She stared 
at it for a moment, wishing she could extinguish it. Un- 
dressing in the dark would be less humiliating. 

Chris came to sit on the edge of the bed, waiting for 
Tana to disrobe. 

She reached for the buttons on her dress, but her hands 
faltered and she dropped them to her sides. 

“What's wrong, girl?” Chris demanded. 

“I’m sorry, Masta.” Her chin lifted defiantly, “But I 
would rather go under the whip than share your bed.” 

He leapt angrily to his feet. “Why, you impertinent little 
wench! You're as insolent as Elroy! It’s that education you 
have! And don’t tell me you aren’t schooled! It’s obvious 
every time you open your mouth!” He clutched her shoul- 
ders and shook her, and then released her so abruptly that 
she almost lost her balance. “Now take off that dress or 
Pll rip it off you!” 

Again she defied him, and her disobedience ignited his 
temper. 

He drew back his arm and slapped her across the face. 
But his rage died suddenly, and he gently brought her into 
his arms. Holding her close, he murmured, “I’m sorry I 
struck you. You're so beautiful and so fragile . . .” His 
mouth was on hers, and the fact that he was actually kiss- 
ing a slave startled Chris more than it did Tana. But the 
sweet taste of her lips sparked his passion, and forgetting 
all else, he kissed her with an urgent longing. 

Tana didn’t respond. Giving up, he released her. 

It was a long moment before he spoke. “I never kissed 
a slave before.” 

“Masters don’t kiss their bed wenches. That would make 
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bedding them too personal, wouldn't it?” Her tone was 
laced with bitterness. 

Renewed anger leapt into his green eyes. “Girl, your at- 
titude is going to get you in more trouble than you i 
for! Damn it, I’m through playing games with you!” He 
reached out to grab her and then ripped off her dress and 
stripped away her undergarments. When she was naked he 
lifted her in his arms and placed her roughly on the bed. 

He leaned over her as his eyes took in her flawless beauty. 
Hungrily, his gaze feasted on every inch of her silky flesh, 
and the breathtaking vision sent his pulse racing. 

“Tana,” he murmured thickly. “God, you’re so desir- 
able!” His lips swooped down on hers as he forcefully 
pried open her mouth so that his tongue could possess 
hers. 
She lay unresponsive. She had the will to fight, but a 
lifetime of servitude dictated that she not raise a hand to 
her master. 

With a ragged curse, Chris moved away and got to his 
feet. Standing beside the bed, his eyes bore furiously into 
hers. “Get up!” he ordered. 

She did as she was told. 

Picking up her clothes, he pitched them to her. “Put 
these back on, then get the hell out of here!” 

She watched him warily as she dressed. She was certain 
that he planned to have her lashed. Just thinking about the 
whipping made her wince. She could almost feel the lash 
cutting into her buttocks. 

“Are you goin’ to have me whipped, Masta?” she dared 
to ask. She awaited his answer with held breath. 

“T should,” he grumbled. “But I’m not a heartless mas- 
ter, Tana. I’ve decided to give you a little more time to 
come to your senses.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“I'll make myself clear. I want you, but not if I have 
to put up with you lying lifeless beneath me. I intend to 
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have all of you; your passion and your loyalty.” He 
couldn’t bring himself to actually utter the word “love.” 

“What if that never happens?” 

“It will.” He sounded certain. 

Tana, equally positive it would never happen, turned, 
went to the door, and left without a backward glance. 


The next morning Michelle started down to the slave 
quarters to see Louella as she did every morning. She 
walked leisurely, her thoughts on Brent. Although she had 
risen early, Brent and Chris were already at breakfast when 
she came downstairs. The men had finished their meal and 
were drinking second cups of coffee. Seeing Brent had put 
color in her cheeks, for their kiss was still very vivid in 
her mind. If the incident was on Brent’s mind as well, she 
couldn’t tell. His demeanor had been impeccably polite 
and charming. He certainly didn’t act as though they had 
shared an intimate kiss. 

Chris had invited Brent to ride into Montgomery with 
him, and he was anxious to be on his way; he and Brent 
left before Michelle had finished eating. 

Lynnette came into the dining room, her excitement ob- 
vious as she told Michelle that she and Chris had decided 
to give a ball. The idea of a formal affair met with Michelle’s 
approval, for she loved to dance. She especially wanted to 
waltz with Brent, which was her reason for suggesting that 
the ball take place soon. Michelle’s suggestion fit 
with Lynnette’s plan, for she was eager for Chris to win 
Michelle’s affections. A marriage between her brother and 
stepdaughter would not only secure her a permanent home, 
but she sincerely believed the union would make them both 
happy. 


After breakfast Lynnette went to the study to write the 
invitations, and Michelle said she would help as soon as 
she returned from visiting with Louella. Lynnette didn’t 
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bother to voice an objection, for she knew it was pointless. 
She had already made her feelings clear where Louella 
was concerned. Why her stepdaughter persisted on seeking 
the laundress’s company was beyond her understanding. 
Furthermore, she didn’t especially approve of Louella. In 
her opinion the woman was insolent and didn’t know her 
place. 

Now, as Michelle neared Louella’s cabin, she put 
thoughts of Brent and the ball to the back of her mind. 
She had a special reason for visiting Louella this morning. 
She intended to question her about Yancey. Chris’s promise 
to stop the overseer from inflicting physical punishments 
had not placated Michelle; she intended to delve further 
into the matter. The slaves at Tall Oaks were her respon- 
sibility, and she was determined that they be treated fairly 
and humanely. 

Louella wasn’t outside, so Michelle went to her door 
and knocked. 

The door was opened almost immediately. “Miz Mi- 
chelle!” Louella exclaimed, obviously surprised. 

“You act as though you weren't expecting me,” Michelle 
said, stepping inside. 

“After the things you said yesterday I thought you'd de- 
cided not to come here every mornin’.” 

“May I sit down?” Michelle asked politely. 

“Yes’m,” Louella replied, moving to the table and pull- 
ing out a chair. “I's get you a cup of coffee.” 

As Michelle waited for the coffee, she glanced idly 
about the room. She had been inside Louella’s cabin so 
many times that every niche and corner was familiar to 
her. The cabin was one large room furnished with the bare 
necessities. A wood-burning stove, used for cooking as 
well as heating, was situated close to the table. Two com- 
fortable rockers, an old sofa still in good repair, and a 
table holding an oil lamp filled the living area. A bed with 
a matching bureau constituted the bedroom. Unlike most 
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slave cabins in the county, the ones at Tall Oaks had pine- 
wood floors instead of dirt. 

For some inexplicable reason Michelle found herself pe- 
rusing Louella’s humble home as though seeing it for the 
first time. The cabin was indeed stocked with essential 
things, but it was what she didn’t see that saddened her. 
There was nothing personal or decorative in Louella’s 
home. No framed pictures of loved ones hung on the walls, 
no curtains adorned the small windows, nor did a cloth 
cover the table. 

Louella put a cup of coffee before Michelle, then drew 
out a chair and sat beside her. Noticing that her mistress 
seemed withdrawn, she asked, “What you thinkin’ *bout, 
child?” 

Michelle smiled wistfully. “Louella, I am growing up.” 

Louella laughed softly. “We all gotta grow up sooner 
or later. But what makes you say somethin’ like that?” 

“Until this very moment I took life for granted. I ac- 
cepted everything without question. I thought the world 
my father and grandfather had built was the way it was 
supposed to be. I never looked beyond myself.” 

“Exactly what is you tryin’ to say?” 

Michelle shook her head. “I’m not sure. I guess you 
could say I’m learning to have a mind of my own.” 

“Land’s sake, honey! You’s always had a mind of your 
own! You just let Miz Lynnette influence you with all that 
talk "bout propriety. She wants you to be the same kind 
of lady she is.” Louella smiled sagely. “But you ain’t never 
gonna be like her, "cause you is your mother’s daughter.” 

“You loved my mother very much, didn’t you?” 

“Yes’m, I sure did. Miz Virginia was a very special lady. 
You looks so much like your mama that sometimes it’s 
almost like I’s seein’ her when I looks at you.” 

Her thoughts on Brent, Michelle reflected, “You once 
told me that Mama knew she loved Papa from the first 
moment she saw him. Can love truly happen that quickly?” 
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“It did for Miz Virginia. But your mama and Masta 
Charles had a lot of obstacles to overcome. Mostly him 
bein’ a Catholic and French. But they was so much in love 
that nothin’ was gonna separate *em. Why, if your grand- 
pappy hadn’t given his permission for them to marry, I do 
believe they would have eloped and run away to the West. 
Miz Virginia was just darin’ enough and spirited enough 
to do it.” Louella reached over and patted Michelle’s hand. 
“You got that same darin’ and spirit. Don’t you let Miz 
Lynnette turn you to her way of thinkin’ and actin’.” 

The girl squeezed her dear friend’s hand. “I won't, 
Louella. I promise you.” She took a sip of her coffee and 
collected her thoughts. It was time to discuss her reason 
for being there that morning. “I want to talk to you about 
Mr. Yancey.” 

Louella was apprehensive. “Whatcha wanna know?” 

“I understand he carries a whip.” 

“Yes’m,” she mumbled, wondering just how much 
Michelle knew. 

“Yesterday he used it on Elroy. Has he used it on him 
before?” 

“He whipped that boy both times he ran.” 

“With Chris’s permission?” 

“Yes’m, I reckon so.” 

Anger flared in Michelle's eyes. “Well, you can assure 
everyone that the whipping will cease! I intend to make 
it clear to Mr. Yancey that if he dares to disobey my order, 
he will be dismissed! Chris has promised to see to this 
matter himself. However, as Papa always said—‘If you 
want a job done right, do it yourself!’ And that is exactly 
what I aim to do!” 

“T's sure glad there won't be no more floggings.” 

“Louella, why didn’t you tell me about Mr. Yancey?” 

“I didn’t figure it was my place.” 

“Your place?” she asked. 
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“Yes’m. It ain’t no slave’s place to say bad things "bout 
a white man.” 
“But, Louella, you should know that you can tell me 


“Honey child, you done told me that you was growin’ 
up. Now if that’s really true, then you knows why I ain't 
free to tell you anything I wants.” 

Quietly Michelle finished her coffee. Then, getting to 
her feet, she gazed down into Louella’s kind face. “I think 
there are a lot of things you could tell me, but I won’t 
pressure you.” 

“Just keep your eyes and ears open, Miz Michelle. 
Don’t be like one of them ostriches who sticks its head 
in the sand.” 

Michelle smiled warmly. “I won't.” She stood tall, 
squared her shoulders, and said firmly, “I’ve decided it’s 
time for me to take an active part in the running of my 
plantation.” 

Louella chuckled heartily. “Masta Chris ain’t gonna like 
that.” 

“Mr. Copeland is about to learn that this is my property, 
not his!” 

“Good for you!” Louella declared, rising and giving 
Michelle a big hug. 


Michelle waited until the noon hour to pay a visit to 
Yancey. She knew he always came in from the fields to 
have lunch at home. 

The overseer’s house sat a short distance from the slave 
quarters. The white clapboard, one-story dwelling was well 
kept. A porch ran the full length of the house, and the 
path leading up to it was flanked by multicolored flowers, 
their sweet aromas perfuming the air as Michelle passed 
by them on her way to Yancey’s door. 

Her firm knock was answered by a pretty young servant 
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who looked no older than thirteen. Her eyes widened at 
the sight of her mistress. 

Michelle tried to place the girl, but Tall Oaks had so 
many slaves that she couldn’t remember them all by name. 

“Come in, ma’am,” the girl said, stepping back. 

“What's your name?” Michelle asked. 

“Tildy, ma’am.” She kept her eyes glued to the floor as 
though she was too shy to meet her mistress’s eyes. 

“Tildy? yes, I remember you. Matilda! Your father’s Pe- 
ter the coachman and your mother is Hannah. Why, your 
mother used to let me hold you on my lap when you were 
a baby. I wasn’t much more than a baby myself.” 

“Yes, ma’am, I know,” Tildy murmured, raising her eyes 
in response to Michelle’s warmth. “Mama told me "bout 
it 

“What are you doing here in Mr. Yancey’s house?” 

“I works here. I clean and cook for Masta Yancey.” She 
didn’t add that she was also his bed wench. The overseer 
had warned her to keep quiet. She wished she could tell her 
mistress. Maybe she would make Yancey leave her alone. 
But Tildy feared the overseer too much to say anything. 

“You're entirely too young for this job. Mr. Yancey 
should have an older, more experienced servant. Where is 
Mr. Yancey?” 

“In the kitchen eatin’ his lunch.” 

“Tell him I want to see him. I'll be on the porch. Then 
I want you to leave. I'll find lighter work for you at the 
house.” 


Tildy stood as though riveted to the floor as Michelle 
stepped out onto the porch. The girl remained motionless 
for a long moment before willing her legs to carry her 
into the kitchen. She dreaded facing the overseer with the 
news that she had been ordered to leave. The man would 
no doubt be enraged, and she hoped he wouldn’t take his 
anger out on her. 

Yancey was shoving food into his mouth when Tildy 
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hesitantly entered the room. He was aware of her presence, 
but he didn’t bother to look up. “What do you want?” he 
grumbled, his mouth full of mashed potatoes. 

“The mistress wants to see you, She’s on the porch.” 

“Miss Michelle or Miss Lynnette?” he asked, wiping a 
hand across his potato-smeared lips. 

“Miz Michelle.” 

He was uneasy; Michelle’s coming here couldn’t be 
good news for him. “Did she say what she wanted?” 

“No, suh, But she did tell me she didn’t want me 
workin’ here. She said she’s got work for me up at the big 
house.” 

“Goddamn it!” he shouted, shoving back his chair and 
bounding to his feet. “I bet she knows why I got you here, 
and I can guess who told her!” 

Afraid for her parents, Tildy cried, “Mama and Daddy 
wouldn't say nothin’!” 

“I ain’t referrin’ to them! That smart-assed Louella’s 
done opened her big mouth! I had a feelin’ she was gonna 
end up tellin’ tales to her mistress!” Murder radiated in 
his beady eyes, which were almost hidden in his pudgy 
face. “I'll get even with that Louella bitch!” he muttered 
under his breath. 

His hard gaze suddenly turned to Tildy. “Go on, girl!” 
he ordered gruffly. “Get the hell out of here and up to the 
big house!” : 

As she fled out the back door and out of the overseer’s 
sight, her face lit up with a joyful smile. She could hardly 
believe she was free of the horrible man’s abuse. 

Yancey was livid, and he kicked the table leg before 
leaving the kitchen. The tantrum failed to release the ten- 
sion simmering deep inside him. His big hands balled into 
fists as he pictured them plowing into Louella’s face. By 
God, that woman would rue the day she had dared to talk 
against him! 

With a tenuous hold on his rage, he went out onto the 
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porch, where he found Michelle waiting for him. “You 
wanted to see me, ma’am?” 

She faced him sternly. “Mr. Yancey, | want that whip 
you have been using on my people!” 

“But . . . but, Miss Beauclair . . .” he stammered. 

“I will not allow whippings at Tall Oaks!” she said un- 
yieldingly. “I'll take that whip, please!” 

He turned about stiffly, went into the house, and re- 
turned with the whip, which he handed to her. He stood 
quietly, certain that now she was going to make a scene 
about Tildy. 

That the overseer was sexually assaulting the girl hadn’t 
even occurred to Michelle. She was about to lay down the 
law regarding physical abuse, but before she could do so 
a child’s frantic screams pierced the air. 

An eight-year-old boy, obviously frightened, had spotted 
the overseer. Running as fast as his legs could carry him, 
he yelled, “You’s got to help Billy, Masta Yancey! You's 
got to help!” 

Michelle rushed to the young slave. “Tell me what's 
happened,” she demanded. 

“My little brother done fell in the river! He don’t know 
how to swim, and he’s drownin’!” 

“Dear God!” she cried. She looked back at Yancey, who 
had remained on the porch. “Hurry! You must come with 
us!” 

Michelle and the boy set a swift pace, which Yancey 
followed grudgingly and with difficulty. The boy’s brother 
was no doubt already dead, and exerting himself in this 
way was useless. He was entirely too fat for such strenuous 
exercise, and was soon panting heavily. 

The child took them to the dock. The dilapidated planks 
that Michelle had noticed the day before had given way. 
Pointing at the breakage, the boy said excitedly, “Billy and 
me was playin’ and he fell through.” 
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“Stay here,” Michelle told him. She gestured for Yancey 
to follow. 

Carefully, they made their way to the gaping hole. 

“The kid's drowned,” Yancey mumbled. 

Michelle’s eyes scanned the river. “I don’t see a body!” 

“Hell, it was probably swept downstream.” 

“If he’s beneath the dock, he might still be alive. There’s 
air space under there.” 

“But the boy said his brother don’t know how to swim.” 

“He could be clinging to one of the beams supporting 
the dock. You must dive in and check.” 

He gaped at her as though she was out of her mind. “I 
ain’t goin’ under this dock! Hell, there’s probably water 
moccasins under it!” 

“You coward!” she spat harshly. She handed him the 
whip that she still carried and said with sarcasm, “Here; 
if you see a snake, you can use this to scare it away.” She 
bent down and removed her shoes. 

“You ain’t gonna swim under this dock, are you?” He 
was flabbergasted. 

“Yes, I most certainly am!” she responded sharply. “For 
God's sake, there might be a child under there clinging for 
life!” 

“But it’s only a pickaninny,” he said, as though he was 
referring to an object instead of a human being. 

She turned on him with such fury that he actually took 
a step backward. “You despicable bastard!” she spat 
fiercely. She had never before used such a term, but at the 
moment she was too busy trying to save a child’s life to 
realize what she had said. 

Modesty forgotten, she quickly slipped off her dress, 
then dove into the river wearing her chemise and petticoat. 
The water was murky, and finding her way beneath the 
dock wasn’t easy, but she somehow 

She began to swim with upward strokes, and her head 
soon broke the surface. The space between the bottom of 
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His mistress’s sudden appearance was such a shock that 
at first he couldn’t respond. Then, weakly, he begged, 
“Help me. . . . Help me.” 

“Don't let go of that board!” Michelle cried out. She 
swam toward him until he was almost within arm's reach. 
But, quicker than the blink of an eye, his small hands 
slithered down the slick pole and he went under. 

Michelle dove back into the river’s muddy depths. The 
water was so cloudy, she couldn’t see a thing. She searched 
blindly for the small child. Surely he was somewhere within 
her reach, or had the current carried him from under the 
dock and downstream? She was about to swim to the surface 
to fill her lungs with air and then try again to locate the 
boy, when, all at once, her searching arms found him. 

He was caught in a thick patch of undergrowth. Des- 
perately, she tried to untangle the child, but the dense vege- 
tation, like deadly tentacles, held on to its captive. It was 
too dark and too murky for her to see; she had to go by 
touch alone. Her lungs were beginning to feel as though 
they might burst. She knew the child must surely be close 
to death. 

The underbrush, as though it were a living mass, sud- 
denly snarled its branches about Michelle’s legs. She strug- 
gled mightily to escape, but the more she fought, the more 
she became entangled. 

Her lungs cried out for air and her head began to pound 
as though a drum was beating inside it. She was drowning, 
and she knew if Yancey didn’t find the courage to save 
her, she would soon be dead. Although her strength was 
ebbing rapidly, she somehow retained her hold on the 
child, whose body was now deathly still. 


Six 


Yancey wrung his hands nervously, a thick layer of per- 
spiration beading his brow as he watched Michelle dive 
underwater. He knew Chris would expect him to jump in 
after her. A frightful chill ran up his spine as he considered 
the chance that she might actually drown. If that were to 
happen, Chris would probably kill him for not saving her. 
But Yancey was too cowardly to risk his life by diving 
into the water and swimming beneath the dock. 

His calculating mind working furiously, he turned to the 
boy to send him back to the house under the pretense of 
getting help. As soon as the boy was gone, he would wade 
into shallow water and thoroughly soak his clothes. If 
Michelle should drown, he would swear to everyone that 
he had swum under the dock to try to save her. He'd claim 
he had searched several times but had been unable to find 
her or the child. 

The boy, frantic that his brother was dead, was crying so 
loudly that his voice could be heard in the distance. Yancey 
was about to quiet him, then send him for help when, un- 
expectedly, two riders broke through the shrubbery. 

Chris and Brent, on their way home from Montgomery, 
had heard the boy's terrified cries. As they dismounted, 
Yancey quickly began removing his boots to give the im- 
pression that he was about to dive into the river. 

“What's going on?” Chris demanded, his resonant voice 
carrying over the boy’s cries. 
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Now, stripping off his shirt, Yancey replied anxiously, 
“The boy’s brother fell into the water. He might be caught 
under the dock. Before I could stop her Miss Michelle 
jumped in to try to find him! I was just gettin’ ready to 
go after her when y’all arrived.” 

“What!” Chris cried. He and Brent ran down the dilapi- 
dated planks to the gaping hole where the child had fallen 
through. 

Yancey gave an inward sigh of relief when Copeland 
and Sheldon bent to remove their boots. Now that they 
were here, they surely wouldn’t expect him to dive in after 
Michelle. 

“Chris!” Brent declared, touching the man’s arm and 
getting his attention. “I'll look for Michelle; you get your 
rifle and stay here.” 

“Rifle?” he questioned, totally confused. 

Brent pointed upstream; following his pointing finger, 
Chris blanched at the sight of three water moccasins swim- 
ming toward the dock. Chris didn’t suggest that Yancey 
shoot them, for he knew the overseer wasn’t a very accu- 
rate shot. Copeland, however, was a marksman. 

As Chris ran to get his Henry .44, Brent drew a deep 
breath and dove into the river. He could barely see through 
the cloudy water as he made his way under the dock. With 
powerful upward strokes he broke through the water and 
dove beneath the dock. Michelle and the child were not 
in sight, and he feared they had drowned. As Michelle’s 
face flashed in his mind, terror hit him with a terrible, 
heartrending force. 

Filling his lungs with air, he dove straight down into 
the river’s depths. The bottom was even more cloudy, and 
he had to search blindly. His arms reached out desperately 
into the dark water as he prayed fervently to find Michelle 
and the child. His search kept coming up empty, but he 
refused to give up. He was determined to find them or 
die trying! The fear that they had been swept from beneath 
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the dock became a terrible possibility, and Brent wondered 
frantically if he should swim to the surface, fill his lungs 
with air, and then continue his search downstream. He was 
about to do just that when his hands suddenly touched the 
hem of Michelle's petticoat. 

That she and the child were tangled in the thick under- 
growth soon became apparent to Brent. Working desper- 
ately, his lungs aching for air, he shoved, broke, and 
twisted the vegetation until the shoots relinquished their 
captives. 

Michelle had been on the brink of fainting when Brent 
found her. Although it seemed to her as though she had 
been caught in the underbrush for an eternity, actually she 
had been trapped for less than a minute. 

Michelle kept the child grasped in her arms as Brent 
guided them up toward life-giving air, though she assumed 
they had been saved by Yancey. 

As they neared the surface, she heard a loud noise, but 
the sound was muffled by the water and she couldn’t identify 
it. The noise reverberated again just as her head broke 
through the water. That it was a rifle shot barely registered; 
she was too engrossed in replenishing her oxygen while 
keeping the child’s face above water. But as a third shot rang 
out Michelle became fully conscious of what was happen- 
ing. Her eyes darted to the dock, where she was shocked to 
see Chris, who had fired the three shots. The bullets had 
successfully hit their targets, sending three water moccasins 
to their deaths. Her shock increased when she realized that 
Yancey was with Chris. She quickly turned to the man who 
had saved her. 

“Brent!” she cried. She hadn’t been rescued by the over- 
seer after all! Brent had come to her aid, gallantly risking 
his own life to save her and the child. 

Treading water with one arm, he reached for the boy 
who lay deathly still in Michelle’s grasp. She handed him 
over, and Brent swam to the dock, then lifted the child up 
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into Chris’s waiting arms. Michelle had followed, and 
Brent helped her out of the water before climbing out him- 
self. 

Chris had placed the unconscious boy on the dock, then 
had promptly left him to wrap his arms about Michelle. 
“My dear!” he groaned. “Thank God you're all right!” 

As Chris was embracing Michelle, Brent hurried to the 
child, knelt beside him, and turned him onto his stomach. 
Placing a hand on each side of the boy, he began to force 
water from his lungs. 

Freeing herself from Chris’s clinging arms, Michelle re- 
trieved her dress, put it on, and moved to Brent. She 
watched breathlessly as he tried to save the child’s life. 
She began to fear that the boy was beyond hope when, 
suddenly, he choked and spat up a mouthful of water. Soon 
thereafter he began to cry for his mother. 

Chris told the overseer to take the child home. The boy 
was too weak to walk, and Yancey had to carry him. The 
child’s brother, now jubilant, followed close behind. 

Brent turned to Michelle. Taking her hands into his, he 
asked tenderly, “Are you all right?” 

She smiled adoringly into his vivid blue eyes. “Yes, 
thank you. I’m a little shaken, and I feel as though I swal- 
lowed half the river, but otherwise I’m fine. I owe you my 
life.” 

Before Brent could respond Chris cut in harshly, 
“Michelle, I can hardly believe you acted so recklessly! 
My God, you could have drowned! What in the world 
prompted you to jump into the river to save a slave child? 
If you were so set on trying to rescue him, why didn’t 
you let Yancey do it?” 

“Yancey!” she spat bitterly. “That coward wasn’t about 
to dive into the river!” 

Chris wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t quite picture Yancey 
risking his life to save a slave, or anyone else for that 
matter. However, the man was a good overseer, and al- 
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though he didn’t especially like him, he had no intentions 
of dismissing him. Yancey had the ability to get a full 
day’s work, and then some, out of the field slaves. 

“Chris,” Brent began, “Michelle is soaking wet. I think 
we should take her home so she can get into some dry 
clothes.” 

The air was a little cool, and now that her fright was 
behind her Michelle realized that she was cold. She crossed 
her arms over her chest as a chill shook her entire body. 

“Give her your jacket,” Brent told Chris. 

Copeland, beginning to resent Sheldon’s orders, removed 
his jacket and placed it about Michelle’s shoulders. He cast 
Brent a look that verged on anger. How dare he take over 
as though Michelle were somehow his responsibility! 

Chris’s disgruntlement deepened when Brent offered to 
walk Michelle home, which meant he himself had to fol- 
low with the horses. Chris hoped Michelle would want his 
company, but the moment Sheldon put his boots back on 
she linked her arm in his. 

Chris watched the pair walk away with growing anxiety. 
If Michelle were to marry Sheldon, he would lose control 
of Tall Oaks, for Brent would undoubtedly take complete 
charge! But the idea that Brent would even consider op- 
erating a Southern plantation contrasted starkly with his 
principles; the man was adamantly opposed to slavery. 
Chris’s apprehensions faded somewhat; he was most likely 
worrying needlessly. He didn’t see any way Brent and 
Michelle could share a future together. The upcoming war 
would certainly destroy any chance of them falling in love 
and marrying. 

His anxieties calmed, Chris went to the horses, took 
their reins, and began to lead them home. 


Lynnette, afraid her stepdaughter would catch pneumo- 
nia, insisted that she take a hot bath. Michelle didn’t ob- 
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ject; the idea of immersing her body into heated water 
laced with perfumed oil sounded very appealing to her. 

Lynnette waited until Michelle had bathed before com- 
ing to her room. Her knock on the door was answered by 
Tana, whom she promptly dismissed. 

Michelle’s bedchamber was furnished tastefully, the 
room neat and spotlessly clean. A canopy bed, mahogany 
with yellow pine, occupied the center of the room, and a 
commodious armoire, almost seven feet high and five feet 
wide, filled one whole corner. Another wardrobe, on a 
smaller scale, stood against the far wall. A small table, 
holding a ceramic bowl and pitcher, was an exquisite work 
of art. The piece, with graceful lines and scalloped skirts 
and fashioned of mahogany, had been bought in New Or- 
leans. The marble-topped dressing table, its oval mirror 
bordered by intricately designed woodwork, was obviously 
very expensive. Two armchairs, three lamp tables, and a 
velvet-covered settee completed the furnishings. Costly 
paintings and a gold-framed mirror adorned the walls, and 
the two windows were embellished by floor-length drapes, 
their color a rich blue. 

“How do you feel?” Lynnette asked Michelle, who was 
sitting at the dressing table brushing her damp tresses. 

“I’m fine,” she replied. 

“‘That’s good,” Lynnette murmured, moving to sit in 
a mahogany armchair, which, placed close to the dresser, 
gave her a good view of her companion. She sat quietly 
as she mentally rehearsed the lecture she was about to 
bestow upon her stepdaughter. Finally, her thoughts in 
order, she began her speech, “Michelle, saving that 
young slave was courageous but very foolhardy. My 
dear, you must never put your life in jeopardy that way. 
My Lord, what if you had drowned?” It hadn’t escaped 
Lynnette that her stepdaughter’s death would leave her 
the sole heir to Tall Oaks. Although she longed to live 
the rest of her days at Tall Oaks, she was not so heartless 
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that she wanted it at any cost. Furthermore, she was sin- 
cerely fond of Michelle even though she didn’t understand 
her. 

‘Putting down her hairbrush, Michelle turned and met 
her stepmother’s stern gaze. “I realize my actions were 
reckless, but I couldn’t just stand by and allow a child to 
drown. Yancey refused to swim under the dock, so I had 
to do it myself.” She lifted her chin stubbornly. “If I had 
it to do over, 1 would still try to save that little boy.” 

“But, Michelle, don’t you understand that your life is 
more valuable than a slave's?” Lynnette truly believed her 
words. 

“I’m sorry, but I have to disagree with you. A value 
cannot be placed on a life.” 

Lynnette sighed wearily. She had never been able to get 
through to her stepdaughter. The girl was exasperating. 
Michelle’s father had often compared Michelle to her 
mother. He always remarked that they were two of a kind. 
However, he had made the comments proudly. 

Leaving the vanity, Michelle removed her dressing gown 
and began to dress in the riding clothes Tana had laid out 
on the bed. 

“Are you planning to ride?” Lynnette asked. 

“Yes. On the way back from the river Brent asked me 
to take a ride with him.” 

A pang of uneasiness settled in Lynnette’s stomach. 
“You and Brent seem to be very friendly.” 

Michelle smiled spontaneously. “Brent is so charming 
and has such a warm personality. I like him immensely.” 

Getting up from her chair, Lynnette moved to stand 
close to her stepdaughter. “But, Michelle, he’s a Yankee!” 
she warned. 

“You say that as if it’s the plague.” She couldn’t help 
but laugh amusedly. 

“It’s worse than the plague,” the woman remarked seri- 
ously. “Don’t you realize that we will soon be at war with 
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the North? Brent Sheldon will then be our enemy, and he 
will be out to destroy us! For the life of me I can’t un- 
derstand why Chris invited him here. Considering the un- 
rest and hostility that is running rampant in the South, this 
is no place for a Yankee! 1 do hope Mr. Sheldon is gone 
before the ball.” 

“Well, I hope he isn’t,” Michelle replied firmly. 

“Our guests will resent his presence, I’m worried that 
something will happen to spoil the occasion.” 

Michelle shrugged her stepmother’s words aside, giving 
them no substance whatsoever. “You worry too much, Lyn- 
nette. Nothing will happen.” 

Lynnette’s eyes widened with dread. “What if Mr. Shel- 
don is challenged to a duel?” 

“A duel?” Michelle exclaimed. “I hardly think so! We're 
giving a ball, not a preamble to warfare!” 

Lynnette wasn’t so sure, but she decided to say no more 
about it. Excusing herself, she left so Michelle could finish 
dressing, going down the hall to her own room. 

Sitting at her dressing table, she pulled out a drawer and 
removed a daguerreotype of a handsome man in his early 
twenties. With tears brimming, she studied the photograph 
for a long time. Then she kissed the face in the picture 
and put it back in the drawer. 

“Victor,” she murmured sadly, her thoughts returning to 
a gentlemen’s ‘affaire d'honneur. A duel! The word alone 
sent a shiver through her. 


Yancey entered Chris's office by way of the patio doors. 
His employer was seated behind his desk, waiting for him. 

“Jeremiah said you wanted to see me,” the overseer said, 
stopping in front of the desk and planting his feet firmly. 
He forced himself to meet Copeland’s unwavering stare. 
Yancey appeared calm, though inside he was shaken. Was 
he about to be fired? Overseer jobs were hard to come by, 
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and if he lost this position, he might be out of work for 
a long time. 

“I am very dissatisfied with you.” Chris spoke softly, 
though his tone was nonetheless admonishing. “I should 
have you flogged with your own whip for allowing 
Michelle to put her life at risk.” 

“I tell you, I couldn’t stop her. She jumped into the 
river before I could do anything about it.” 

Chris’s gaze turned as hard as granite. “Don’t lie to me, 
Yancey. I know you're a goddamned coward! Nevertheless, 
you’re a good overseer. Although I don’t approve of you, 
I do value your work. You know how to get a full day's 
labor out of my slaves, and the results have been very 
lucrative. Therefore, | don’t intend to dismiss you. I do, 
however, intend to give you a strong warning. Ease up on 
the slaves. For some inexplicable reason Michelle has got- 
ten it into her head to take an interest in this plantation 
and its people. I’m sure her fascination will soon wane; a 
woman's attention is fleeting. I hope to marry Michelle 
sometime in the near future, and as her husband, I will 
put her in her rightful place. But until then I want you to 
tread with caution. Michelle can be willful, and if she de- 
cides to fire you, she’ll do so without hesitation. There 
will be nothing I can do to stop her. After all, she does 
own Tall Oaks.” 

“I'll be careful,” Yancey replied with regret. He had 
been looking forward to getting even with Louella, but 
now he knew his revenge would have to be delayed. 

“Go back to work,” Chris said, brusquely dismissing the 
overseer with a terse wave of his hand. 

As the man departed, Copeland leaned back in his chair 
and thought about Tana. He longed fiercely to make love 
to her; nevertheless, he held tenaciously to his resolve to 
first win her loyalty and passion. 


**s* 
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When Michelle and Brent arrived at the stables, Jere- 
miah had Michelle's sorrel mare saddled. Brent’s black 
stallion was tired from its journey into Montgomery, so 
the blacksmith had a roan gelding ready for him. 

They mounted their horses and galloped away. Once 
they were on open land, they coaxed the mounts into a 
steady run. Michelle loved to ride, and she relished the 
thrill of speeding heedlessly across the countryside. Brent, 
an experienced rider, had no problem keeping up with his 
companion’s fast pace. 

They came upon a secluded meadow, dismounted, and 
sat in the shade of a tall maple. The horses, grazing nearby, 
nibbled at the tall blades of grass. 

Michelle, her thoughts turning to the dance, asked, 
“Brent, did Chris tell you that we plan to give a ball?” 

“No, he didn’t.” 

“The invitations were sent out this afternoon. The ball 
will be two weeks from today.” 

“Here at Tall Oaks?” 

“Yes. You haven’t been given a tour of the house, have 
you? I apologize for being such a poor hostess. When my 
grandfather built the house he had a room designed for 
formal entertaining, complete with a dance floor and a 
platform for an orchestra.” 

“No wonder your home is so large. I was curious about 
so many rooms, but I didn’t want to be rude and show 
myself about.” 

“When we return, I'll give you the grand tour.” 

Brent studied her intently. “You were very brave today. 
That child owes his life to you.” 

“No, he owes his life to you. We both do. If you and 
Chris hadn’t come by, Yancey would have let us drown.” 

“Why did you hire a man like him?” 

“I didn’t. The overseer who worked for my father left 
while I was still in school. Chris hired Mr. Yancey.” 

Brent took her hand, squeezing it gently, and turned their 
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discussion back to her bravery. “I admire your courage. 
Not many mistresses would risk their lives to save a slave.” 

“Maybe not, but I prefer to think there are many who 
would.” 

He reached into his pocket and brought out a cheroot. 
“Do you mind?” he asked, 

“No, please do.” She admired his handsome profile as 
he lit the small cigar. 

He turned his face to hers. Their eyes met and held for a 
moment, but she was the first to glance away. Brent's intense 
gaze adored her, for she projected a lovely, vivacious picture. 
She was wearing a dark blue riding habit, and a ribbon of 
the same color held her long, lustrous tresses back from her 
face. He found her beauty spellbinding. 

“Michelle, you're very beautiful,” Brent murmured, his 
tone sensuous. 

The compliment made her blush. “Thank you,” she 
stammered, her eyes downcast. 

He placed a finger beneath her chin, lifted her face to 
his, and kissed her lips tenderly. “I could fall in love with 
you so easily,” he whispered despairingly. 

Michelle understood his hesitation; the dreaded war 
would certainly come between them. She sighed sadly. 
“We met at the wrong time, didn’t we?” 

“That all depends,” he replied. 

“On what?” 

“I guess it depends on whether or not we let the coun- 
try’s divisions drive us apart.” 

“Of course it will drive us apart,” she said with a wis- 
dom beyond her years. “Our people will be killing each 
other in battle. The South will try to ravage the North, and 
the North will try to do the same to the South. No rela- 
tionship can survive such a conflict.” 

“You're right, of course,” he admitted reluctantly. 
“Maybe after the war... ?” 

“Perhaps there won’t be a war,” she said hopefully. 
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He shook his head. “It’s inevitable. Which is why I think 
I should end my visit and return home.” 

“But last night you said you intended to wear out your 
welcome.” 

“Yes, I know. But that probably isn’t a good idea.” 

“Please don’t leave, Brent!” Michelle pleaded. “Not un- 
til after the ball! I want so desperately to waltz with you!” 

He smiled wryly. “I’m not that great a dancer.” 

“I have a feeling you are simply being modest. I’ll bet 
you dance divinely!” 

“All right, if it means that much to you, I’ll stay for 
the ball. But afterward I really do think I should leave.” 
He didn’t add that spending two more weeks in her tempt- 
ing company would be a strain on his passion as well as 
his heart. 

The sun was dipping far into the west. “I suppose we 
should be getting back. It will soon be dinner time.” 

Brent put out his cheroot, stood, and then helped 
Michelle to her feet. Unable to resist her closeness, he 
drew her into his embrace, bent his head, and kissed her 
fervently. 

Lacing her hands about his neck, she responded fully 
as she pressed her thighs intimately to his. She could 
feel his hard desire through her skirt, and his masculine 
reaction fueled a need within her that threatened to take 
flame. 

It was Brent who finally broke their embrace. However, 
he did so reluctantly. The touch of her lips and the feel 
of her body had aroused his passion to a dangerous level; 
knowing he would try to seduce her if they remained there 
a moment longer, he suggested that they leave at once. 

Michelle wondered if Brent had found her response 
somehow lacking. Never one to hedge, she asked as he 
was helping her onto her horse, “Brent, am I disappoint- 
ment?” 

He was baffled. “I don’t understand.” 
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The color in her cheeks deepened to a scarlet red. “I’m 
sorry if my kiss was disappointing, but I haven’t a lot of 
experience.” 
“Michelle, my beguiling beauty, you are a treasure. Your 
kiss was perfect and I shall never forget it, or you. If I 
live to be a hundred, I’ll always remember this moment in 
time.” 

She believed him, for she sensed correctly that Brent 
meant what he said. “Why would you remember one kiss 
for a lifetime?” 

Facing Michelle, Brent answered simply and candidly, 
“I'll remember because you are my first love.” 

“Oh, Brent!” she cried, tears in her eyes. “I think I’m 
in love with you, too!” 

He answered wistfully, “That remains to be seen.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You might not love me so much when I take an active 
part in destroying the South’s tyranny.” 

Wiping her eyes dry, she sat stiffly in the saddle and 
regarded Brent defensively. “Tyranny? How dare you!” 

He chuckled, but he didn’t sound especially amused. 
“See what | mean? You have already turned on me.” 

Peeved, she said frigidly, “Shall we return to the 
house?” 

He waved an arm. “After you, Miss Beauclair.” 

She slapped the reins against her mare’s neck and took 
off at a fast gallop. 

Brent soon caught up to her and gestured for her to 
slow down. When she complied he said apologetically, 
“I’m sorry. I had no right to talk that way about your 
homeland.” 

Her anger dissolved. “It’s all right, Brent. I’m sorry, too. 
I shouldn’t have reacted so defensively.” 

“Friends?” he asked. 

She smiled warmly. “Yes, of course.” 

Their moods were somewhat appeased; however, their 
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conflicting loyalties had now surfaced with disturbing re- 
ality. How could their love possibly survive such an emo- 
tional crisis? 


Sev. én 


Following dinner, coffee was served in the dining room. 
Joseph, the butler, brought in a silver coffee set and placed 
it on the table. Lynnette excused him, saying she would 
pour herself. 

Brent and Chris sat in the wing-backed chairs, facing the 
ladies, who shared the sofa. Michelle studied Brent surrep- 
titiously. His presence still caused her heart to beat faster 
than normal, and his virility made her acutely aware of her 
own femininity. Brent’s kisses had awakened a passion in 
her that heretofore had lain dormant. 

Lynnette handed Michelle a cup of coffee. She took a 
sip; then her eyes quickly returned to Brent. He was speak- 
ing to Chris and, using his preoccupation to her advantage, 
she continued to observe him. Dressed in gray dinner 
jacket, white ruffled shirt, and dark trousers, he was hand- 
some indeed. Michelle noticed that he would periodically 
tug at his black cravat, as though he found it a nuisance. 
She had a feeling Brent preferred less formal wear. 

A knock sounded at the front door. 

“I wonder who could be calling at this hour,” Chris 


pondered. 

The butler, who had been helping clear the dinner 
dishes, left the dining room to answer the door. He didn’t 
recognize the gentleman and lady who were calling. 

“We're looking for Mr. Brent Sheldon,” the man said. 
“Is he here?” 
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“Yes, suh,” Joseph answered. 

From Brent's chair, he couldn’t see the front door, but 
he could hear what was being said. The man’s voice was 
very familiar, and he came to his feet with surprise. 

Joseph was showing the couple inside when Brent 
walked into the foyer. His gaze, registering astonishment, 
stared at the visitors as though they had dropped in from 
another universe. 

“Hello, Brent,” the man said cheerfully. “I’ll wager we 
are the last two people you expected to see.” 

“That's an understatement.” Brent wasn’t pleased. 

“Honestly, darling!” the woman chastised in a sugary 
tone. “Must you look so serious?” 

Chris, pausing in the entryway between the foyer and 
parlor, said to Brent, “Please bring your friends inside and 
introduce them.” 

Brent waved the pair into the parlor. Lynnette and 
Michelle, rising to their feet, looked the strangers over cu- 
riously. The man was young and average-looking; the 
woman, however, was eye-catching. A becoming bonnet 
adorned with green lace sat atop her dark brown hair, 
which was arranged in a stylish chignon. Her fashionable 
traveling gown, trimmed in black velvet, was green silk 
edged with fluted ruffles. 

Brent, obviously ill at ease, cleared his voice before say- 
ing, “I'd like to introduce Charlene Richardson and her 
brother, Eugene. They live in Cincinnati.” He presented the 
others to the Richardsons. 

Michelle, always gracious, invited the pair to be seated. 
Joseph brought in two more cups and asked if he could 
get anything else. Michelle dismissed him politely. 

Brent waited until coffee had been served before asking 
Eugene, “How did you two find me?” 

“Well, a couple of weeks after you left Cincinnati Char- 
lene came up with this marvelous idea that we visit New 
Orleans. We had never seen the city and you were always 
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raving about it. Your mother gave us your uncle’s address 
and told us to be sure to look you up. Well, we did just 
that, only to learn that you had left New Orleans with Mr. 
Copeland to visit Tall Oaks.” He smiled brightly. “So we 
knew exactly where to find you. I can imagine how sur- 
prised you are.” 

“Surprise is putting it mildly,” Brent mumbled. 

Sheldon'’s discontent seemed to escape Eugene, for he 
continued in good spirits, “I must Say, you were right about 
New Orleans. It is a fabulous city. However, I regret to say 
that Charlene does not share my enthusiasm. She finds the 
town too bustling and wicked. We have a distant cousin who 
lives in Montgomery. Since Charlene didn’t approve of New 
Orleans, we decided to visit our relative and see if she could 
stay with her while I enjoy New Orleans. But, unfortunately, 
our cousin and her husband are away from home. Thus, 
Charlene has no choice but to return to New Orleans. Before 
starting back, however, we decided to drop by and see you. 
After all, we were too close not to pay our respects.” 

Lynnette had been watching Charlene closely, and her 
infatuation with Brent was obvious. The young woman’s 
eyes simply adored him. Certain Charlene would come be- 
tween Michelle and Brent, leaving the way clear for Chris, 
she was quick to say, “Miss Richardson, if you'd rather 
not return to New Orleans, you’re welcome to stay here. 
Brent will be leaving soon; you can travel to New Orleans 
with him and join your brother for the journey back to 
Cincinnati. We have a huge house and many servants. 
You'll certainly not be an imposition.” Lynnette turned to 
Michelle. “Isn’t that right, dear?” 

Michelle felt like choking her stepmother for speaking 
So freely and putting her on the spot. She had a feeling 
that inviting Charlene to stay was like inviting a black 
widow into your home. She had also seen Charlene gazing 
adoringly at Brent. But compelled to put hospitality before 
her better judgment, she said, “You’re welcome to stay.” 
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The woman’s face lit up immediately. “Thank you so 
very much! I'd love to stay! I’ve always heard that South- 
erners were very warm and hospitable. Now I know it is 

i true.” 

“I have a buggy,” Eugene said. “If 1 may stay the night 
here, I’ll leave in the morning. May I impose upon you to 
have one of your servants tend to my horse and carriage?” 

It was Chris who answered. “I'll send Joseph for Jere- 
miah. He'll bed down your horse.” As he moved past 
Brent's chair, he leaned over and, with a glint in his eyes, 
whispered in Sheldon’s ear, “Are the Richardsons always 
this forward?” : 

“I'm afraid so,” he sighed. But he couldn’t hold back 
an amused smile. 


The remainder of the evening dragged by interminably 
for Michelle, who found the Richardsons tedious and un- 
interesting. Moreover, they were entirely too forward for 
her taste and gave the impression that she and her family 
should find their presence an honor. Honor indeed! Their 
constant chattering gave her a headache and bored her to 
no end. 

When she could take no more Michelle had two house 
servants show the Richardsons to their rooms. She had 
hoped for time alone with Brent, but he stepped outside 
with Chris to have a smoke. She couldn’t help but wonder 
whether he was trying to avoid her. Just how close were 
his ties with Charlene? Could they perhaps be lovers? That 
possibility was too heart-wrenching to dwell on, and 
Michelle forced it from her mind. 

Deciding she might as well retire for the night, she went 
upstairs to her room. Tana, waiting for her, had drawn back 
the bedcovers and laid out her nightgown. 

After she helped Michelle off with her dress and volu- 
minous petticoats Tana was told she could leave. That her 





92 Rochelle Wayne 
mistress preferred to do things for herself puzzled Tana. 


Tana bid Michelle good night, then hurried down the back 
stairway, through the kitchen, and outside. She had started 
toward her quarters when a man’s silhouette brought her 
Steps to a sudden halt. It was too dark for her to make him 
out. She was afraid it might be Chris, and fear made her 
stomach roil. Had the man changed his mind about waiting? 
Had he decided to force her to submit? 

As the figure drew closer she saw that it was Elroy, and 
she sighed : 

“Good evening,” he said, stopping in her path. 

The moon peeked out from beneath a cloud, and as she 
looked up into his handsome face, she could see him 
clearly. Her pulse raced with excitement. 

“Good evening,” she murmured shyly. 

“Are you through working for the night?” 

“Yes,” she murmured. 

“I am, too. I was waiting for you.” 

“For me?” she gasped. 

He grinned warmly. “I thought we might take a walk.” 

“I... . I don’t know.” 

He took her hand and coaxed her along. “Come on; I 
won’t bite. I promise.” 

She fell into step beside him, her head barely reaching 
his shoulder. 

“How old are you?” he asked. 

“Sixteen.” 

“Tell me, Tana, are you as fragile as you look?” 

“That's an odd question.” 

He chuckled softly. “Yes, I suppose it is. It’s obvious 
that you've been schooled. How did you manage that?” 

“How did you?” 

“No fair; I asked first.” 

“Before coming here, I lived on a plantation outside 
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Macon. I grew up with my mistress, and when her tutor 
would leave she'd pretend she was a teacher and give me 
lessons. As we matured, she stopped playing teacher, but 
she left her books scattered about the bedroom. When | 
was alone | read them.” 

Elroy told her how he had received his education. The 
two stories had a lot of similarities. 

Their stroll had taken them toward the cotton fields. 

“Why were you sold?” Elroy asked. 

It was a long moment before she replied. “My mistress, 
Miz Leslie, became engaged. One afternoon, her fiancé 
found me alone in the laundry house. I was washin’ Miz 
Leslie’s clothes. He forced me into his arms and started 
fondlin’ me. It just happened that Miz Leslie came lookin’ 
for me. When she found me in her fiancé’s arms she threw 
a fit. Naturally, he told her that I had forced myself on him. 
She believed him. I swore to her that it wasn’t true, but she 
hated me after that, and insisted that her father sell me. He 
sent me to New Orleans and had me sold at auction. Mr. 
Copeland bought me.” 

“Did it hurt you that Miss Leslie didn’t believe you?” 

“Hurt?” she repeated bitterly. “I was crushed! I thought 
she was my friend! She sent me away from the only home 
I have ever known!” : 

“Do you have folks back there?” 

“No. My parents were sold when | was seven.” 

“What did their leaving do to you?” 

“It broke my heart.” The hopelessness in her voice 
touched Elroy deeply. It also set off his anger. 

“Damn the South!” he raged. “May God damn it to 
hell!” 

“God’s turned his back on us slaves. We were born 
slaves and we'll die slaves.” 

“Not me!” he declared. “I'll soon be a free man. Mr. 
Sheldon’s taking me to Cincinnati. Once there, I’ll be 
free.” 
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Freedom was almost more than she could imagine. “You 
sure are lucky.” 

He took her hand. “We'd better get back.” Lucky? Yes, 
he supposed he was damned lucky. But his own good for- 
tune was not enough. He wanted to free all his people. 
“There’s going to be a war,” he said with certainty. “I’m 
going to fight for the North and help free you and all 
slaves.” 

She gazed at him with eyes that were almost worshipful. 
“You're gonna be a soldier and fight for our people?” 

“Without a doubt.” 

Tana had never met a slave nearly as impressive as El- 
roy. His prospective freedom and his will to fight for their 
people filled her heart with pride, as well as dawning love. 

Elroy talked of a future devoid of slavery on their way 
back to their quarters. Tana hung on his words breathlessly. 

She hoped he would kiss her good night, but instead he 
simply thanked her for her company. Tana was disap- 
pointed. Except for Chris she had never been kissed, but 
she knew that in Elroy’s arms, the touching of his lips 
would have been the biggest thrill of her life. 


The next morning Brent stood on the front porch with 
Charlene and waved goodbye to Eugene as he began his 
journey back to New Orleans. 

Brent was glad to be alone with Charlene, for he wanted 
to talk to her. Indicating two cane rockers, he asked her 
to sit with him. She did so carefully; her skirt was so full 
that she barely had room to squeeze into the chair. She 
arranged the long folds neatly, then bestowed a bright 
smile on Brent. 

“Charlene,” he began, “I know what’s going on in your 
scheming little mind.” 

She feigned a look of innocence. “Whatever do you 
mean?” 
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“Don’t play coy with me. I know you like the back of 
my hand. You only pretended to dislike New Orleans be- 
cause you needed an excuse to stay with your cousin. 
Montgomery is very close to Tall Oaks, which meant you 
could see me daily if you wished. It must have been a big 
disappointment to find that your cousin wasn’t at home. 
However, like a cat, you always land on your feet. Thanks 
to Lynnette, you’re much closer than Montgomery: You're 
right where you wanted to be.” 

“My goodness, you have it all figured out, don’t you?” 
she countered. “You might be wrong, you know.” 

He didn’t hedge, but got straight to the point. “Why did 
you follow me to New Orleans?” 

“Follow you? Eugene and | didn’t exactly follow you. 
We simply decided to visit the city. That you were there 
was not a deciding factor.” 

He smiled tolerantly. “I should think by now you would 
know that your never-ending ploys are not going to work.” 

She looked at him questioningly. 

“I’m not going to fall in love with you and ask you to 
marry me.” 

She raised a brow. “Oh? In that case your mother will 
be heartbroken. She and my mother are already talking 
about the grandchildren they hope to share.” 

“Well, they will have to find something else to talk 
about.” 

She smiled keenly. “Your mother won’t approve of 
Michelle Beauclair.” 

“What makes you bring her into the conversation?” 

“T’ve seen the way you two look at each other. A South- 
ern belle? Honestly, Brent, have you no taste at all? Not 
only are they empty-headed, but they swoon at the slightest 
little thing.” 

“If you knew Michelle, you wouldn’t say something so 
foolish.” 

“Foolish? You are the fool, Brent Sheldon! There is li- 
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able to be a war. If that happens, where will that leave 
you and your Southern belle?” 

“I’ve considered that.” 

“And?” 

“It won't work,” he said pensively. 

She placed her hand atop his. “Brent, you know I adore 
you. I have all my life. Someday, you're going to wake up 
and realize that we were made for each other. We have so 
much in common. We share the same upbringing, the same 
friends, and our families are so much alike. What do you 
and Michelle Beauclair have in common?” 

“She and I were not raised in the same culture, but that 
has nothing to do with love.” 

“Oh dear! Don’t tell me you have actually fallen in love 
with her!” 

He changed the subject. “Charlene, I’m asking you as 
a friend to leave Tall Oaks and rejoin Eugene in New Or- 
leans.” 

“Leave?” she exclaimed. “This morning, before you 
came downstairs, Mrs. Beauclair invited me to stay for the 
ball. I refuse to miss such a splendid affair. I've always 
heard that plantation balls are more magnificent than one 
can imagine. My friends back home will die of envy when 
I tell them about it!” 

Brent knew her too well to think she might change her 
mind. “If you insist on staying, then there's nothing I can 
do about it. However, we're leaving the day after the ball. 
We'll meet up with Eugene, book passage, and return 
home.” 

“That's fine with me,” she replied, her eyes twinkling 
shrewdly. The long cruise down the Mississippi would cer- 
tainly help her win Brent's heart. Such voyages were al- 
ways wonderfully romantic! His infatuation with Michelle 
didn’t greatly disturb her, for she believed it was only a 
passing fancy. Brent had courted a lot of women, and, so 
far, had not married any of them. There was no reason for 
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Charlene to think Michelle would be an exception. Fur- 
thermore, the differences between them would inevitably 
drive them apart. 

Brent, seeing no reason to continue the discussion, got 
to his feet. Charlene promptly joined him. She stood close, 
slid her arms about his neck, pouted impishly, and mur- 
mured, “Brent, please don’t be angry with me. I promise 
Pll be good and not cause any trouble.” 

Her performance brought a smile to his face. Although 
Brent was not in love with Charlene and knew she was 
self-indulgent, as well as calculating, he still had warm 
feelings for her. He had known her all her life. Their fami- 
lies had lived next door to each other. He cared for her 
in a platonic sense, the way one might care about a cousin. 

On tiptoes, Charlene placed a light kiss on his lips. 
Brent did nothing to stop it, for the contact was fleeting. 

However, it was at that moment that: Michelle came out- 
side. Their embrace caught her off guard, and it tore pain- 
fully into her heart. Apparently she had a rival in Charlene! 
Worse still, there might be no rivalry at all. Was Brent 
merely toying with her affections? Was he really in love with 
Charlene? 

Excusing herself, Charlene went into the house, silently 
casting Michelle a competitive look as she passed her. 

“Please don’t misconstrue that kiss,” Brent said to 
Michelle. “It was nothing.” 

She wanted to believe him, but a warning in the back 
of her mind told her to beware. After all, she didn’t really 
know Brent Sheldon. He could be a rogue, for all she 
knew. Guarding her emotions, she met his eyes calmly and 
said, “You don’t owe me any explanations.” 

“The hell I don’t!” he retorted. “I love you, and I 
thought you felt the same way.” 

Holding rigidly to her pride, she responded, “Yesterday 
when I said I loved you, you said that remained to be 
seen.” 
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His grin askew, he murmured, “You Southerners are 
proud, aren’t you?” 

She wished he hadn’t smiled; his charm weakened her 
defenses and made it impossible for her to stay angry. If 
only his smile didn’t have the power to melt her heart! 
“Yes, we're proud. Is that wrong?” 

Taking her hand into his, he replied, “Not at all; it’s an 
admirable trait. But then, | admire everything about you.” 

She leaned into his arms, accepting his kiss with no 
reservations. 


Inside the kitchen, Mandy was throwing one of her tan- 
trums. Her youngest assistant, a girl named Lucy, had awak- 
ened to her monthly flux and was suffering severe cramps. 
Mandy had found her sitting at the table when she was sup- 
posed to be washing dishes. Without giving the girl a chance 
to explain, she tore into her viciously, striking her several 
times across the face. Her anger assuaged, she told Lucy to 
go to the well, draw a bucket of water, and wash her face, 
for her nose was bleeding profusely. 

The girl stumbled through the back door and was on 
her way to the well when Michelle and Brent, who had 
decided to take a walk, happened to come upon her. 

Michelle was alarmed by the girl’s bloody face. “What 
happened to you?” she demanded. 

“Nothin’, ma’am,” she mumbled, too frightened of 
Mandy to tell the truth. 

Michelle saw her fear. “Don't be afraid. You can tell 
me who did this to you.” 

But Mandy had instilled too much terror in the girl’s 
heart, and she said nothing. 

Turning to Brent, Michelle remarked, “I’m sure Mandy 
did this to her! Lynnette hired that woman while I was at 
school. Louella used to be our cook. There’s always been 
something about Mandy that I don’t trust. Although she 
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conducts herself well in my presence, I can never make 
myself like her. Now I know why! The woman’s a tyrant! 
How dare she beat this poor girl!” 

“What do you aim to do about it?” 

“Just stay where you are and in a few minutes you’ll 
see Mandy heading permanently for the slave quarters!” 
She turned to Lucy. “You stay here, too!” With that, she 
stalked to the back door. 

Mandy, letting her other assistant do all the work, was 
lounging at the kitchen table when Michelle stormed in- 
side. Her mistress’s entrance sent the cook leaping to her 
feet. 

“Mornin’, ma’am,” she said respectfully. The glare in 
Michelle’s eyes made her uneasy. 

“Just who do you think you are to abuse that girl?” she 
raged. 

“You talkin’ "bout Lucy?” 

“Of course!” 

“Ma’am, that girl’s powerful lazy. If I don’t slap her 
now and then, I cain’t get no work out of her.” 

Mandy’s helper turned away from the tub of dirty dishes, 
looked at Michelle, and said, “That ain’t true.” She could 
barely believe such words had spilled out of her mouth. 
Like Lucy, she feared Mandy. But she didn’t retract what 
she had said. Michelle’s courageous efforts to save the lit- 
tle boy was the talk of the plantation, and it gave all the 
slaves a reason to hope that better times were ahead. Miss 
Michelle, like her father, was an owner they could trust, 
who would also treat them fairly. That, sadly, was the best 
a slave could hope for. But it gave Mandy’s assistant the 
bravado to speak up and be heard. “Lucy ain’t lazy,” she 
continued, her courage unwavering. “Mandy beat her 
*cause she was sittin’ down. But she wasn’t sittin’ ’cause 
she’s lazy. She was feelin’ poorly. Her monthly cramps 
always makes her sick. But Mandy don’t care. She's always 
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slappin’ Lucy, and me, too. She beats all us house ser- 
vants.” 

Michelle believed her. “Thank you for having the cour- 
age to speak up.” She turned her gaze to Mandy, and it 
was filled with fury. “Pack your things and move back to 
the slave quarters!” 

Frantic, Mandy cried, “You ain’t gonna take that wench’s 
word over mine, are you?” 

“Yes, I most certainly am! I just saw your violence with 
my own eyes! Lucy’s face is bleeding something terrible! 
I want you out of this house immediately. And consider 
yourself lucky if I don’t sell you to the first traveling slave 
trader who passes this way!” 

“Miz Lynnette ain’t gonna like me leavin’! She hand- 
picked me!” 

“Miss Lynnette doesn’t own Tall Oaks—I do! And you 
are banished from this house!” 

Mandy turned about stiffly and went to her room to 
pack her meager belongings. She loathed returning to the 
slave quarters. As a house servant, she had considered her- 
self far superior to the field slaves, and had made that 
quite clear whenever she happened to be in their presence. 
Now she would have to live among them, and she was 
certain they would take great pleasure in scorning and ridi- 
culing her. She blamed Michelle entirely for her misfor- 
tune, and a fierce hatred for her mistress began to fester 
deep inside her. 


Eight 


When Louella invited Michelle into her home she could 
see that Michelle was upset. “Is somethin’ wrong?” she 
asked, pulling out a kitchen chair for her mistress. 

Sitting, Michelle replied, “Louella, I want you to move 
back into the big house.” 

“How come you want me to do that?” she questioned, 
drawing out a chair for herself. 

“I sent Mandy back to the slave quarters. I want you 
to take over her job.” 

Louella smiled. “Mandy ain’t the cook no more?” 

“No, she isn’t! That woman’s a bully. She’s been abusing 
the slaves who work under her.” 

“IT heard rumors that she was like that.” 

A testy frown crossed Michelle’s face. “Why didn’t you 
tell me?” 

“I didn’t figure it was my place. ’Sides, I didn’t know 
nothin’ for certain.” 

“Louella, I do wish you would talk freely to me.” She 
sounded exasperated. 

“I knew if Mandy was doin’ all those things, you'd find 
out about it sooner or later.” 

A tiny smile touched the corners of Michelle’s lips. 
“Why must you make me find out everything for myself?” 

“It’s better that way.” 

She didn’t press the issue. “Well? Do you want to return 
to the big house?” 
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“No, ma’am. I'd rather stay here.” 

Michelle was taken aback. She had thought Louella 
would be happy to resume her former position. “Why 
don’t you want to come back? Is it because of Lynnette? 
If so, I can assure you she won’t bother you.” 

“It ain’t got nothin’ to do with Miz Lynnette. I like 
havin’ my own place, even if it ain't much to look at.” 

“But you'll have your own quarters off the kitchen.” 

“That ain’t the same.” Louella hadn't told Michelle that 
she and Jeremiah were in love, but she knew now was the 
time to tell her. “One of the reasons I like livin’ here is 
"cause of Jeremiah. This cabin gives us privacy. You see, 
we're in love.” 

“You and Jeremiah?” Michelle exclaimed. “Why, I think 
that’s wonderful! But if you two are in love, why haven’t 
you gotten married?” 

“Miz Michelle, you know marriages between slaves 
ain’t bindin’. "Sides, we are married—in our hearts, where 
it really matters.” 

“If you come back to the big house, Jeremiah can share 
your quarters with you.” 

Louella spoke tolerantly. “Honey child, you ain't hearin’ 
what I’m sayin’. I like it right here in my own cabin. But 
I got an idea. You need a cook, I think you should talk to 
Addie. She’s been cookin’ for the field hands, and she’s 
real good at what she does. She’s little Billy's mother, the 
boy you saved in the river. You can give Mandy her job, 
and Addie can cook for you.” 

Michelle was disappointed; she had been looking for- 
ward to having Louella back in the big house. But she 
wasn’t about to go against the woman’s wishes. If she pre- 
ferred to stay here, then Michelle would respect her deci- 
sion. “All right. I'll talk to Addie.” 

“If you'll wait here, I'll go get her for you.” 

Louella left the cabin, and within a couple of minutes 
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she returned with Addie. Billy’s mother appeared to be in 
her early thirties, a tall, big-boned woman. 

“Ma’am,” Addie said, going to Michelle’s chair and 
kneeling at her feet. Her words spilled forth. “Ma’am, I’s 
so grateful for what you did for my boy! This mornin’ I 
came to the big house to thank you. I went to the back 
door, but Mandy wouldn’t let me in. I begged her to let 
me see you, but she sent me away.” 

Michelle stood, grasped Addie’s shoulder, and drew her 
to her feet. “I’m just glad your son survived. Actually, he 
owes his life to Mr. Sheldon. I’m afraid my attempts to 
save him wouldn’t have been good enough.” 

Addie’s eyes widened with awe. “But, Mistress, you 
risked your life to save his! I’s always be grateful to you!” 

“Thank you, Addie. Did Louella tell you why I wanted 
to see you?” 

“No, ma’am.” 

“Mandy has been banished from the big house and I 
would like you to take her place in the kitchen.” 

Mandy’s banishment didn’t surprise Addie; she had seen 
the woman moving into a vacant cabin. She was, however, 
amazed that Michelle had offered her Mandy’s job. “You 
want me to move into the big house?” she asked breath- 
lessly. 

“Yes, I do. Louella recommended you. Does such a 
move pose a problem for you?” 

“Well, ma’am, I ain’t got no husband, but I do have 
two sons. They’s eight and five. They too young to be on 
their own.” 

“The cook’s room off the kitchen is large enough for 
three people. Bring your sons with you. There will be 
plenty of light work to keep them occupied.” 

Addie agreed without hesitation. 

Going to the door, Michelle said, “Pack your things and 
come to the house as soon as possible.” 

The moment Michelle left, Addie turned to Louella and 
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said happily, “Now that the mistress is back home, things 
sure is gettin’ better. I heard that Miz Michelle got Tildy 
out of Masta Yancey’s house. That sure is wonderful!” 

Louella smiled broadly. “Soon Tall Oaks is gonna be 
like it was when Masta Beauclair was runnin’ things. Miz 
Michelle’s gonna put Masta Chris and his sister in their 
place. Just wait and see if she don’t!” 


When Michelle returned to the house Lynnette was wait- 
ing for her. They went into the parlor, where Lynnette 
closed the door to ensure privacy. Casting her stepdaughter 
a reproachful glance, she demanded, “Why did you dis- 
miss Mandy?” 

“The woman's cruel.” 

“Honestly, Michelle! Don’t you realize she has to wield 
power in order to get the house servants to do their chores 
efficiently? Otherwise they would grow lax and shirk their 
duties.” 

Michelle, poised in the middle of. the room, met her 
stepmother’s glare head on. “Lynnette, I will make the de- 
cisions concerning my home. Cruelty will not be tolerated. 
And no one is exempt! I strongly suggest that you and 
Chris keep that in mind.” 

“But I have never raised a hand to a servant!” Lynnette 

greatly offended. 

“I’m sure you haven’t. But you didn’t stop Mandy from 
doing so. You're just like Chris—he lets Mr. Yancey ad- 
minister punishments. And if Mr. Yancey decides to use a 
whip, Chris does nothing about it. Well, such abuse will 
no longer be tolerated.” 

“How can you speak so harshly about Chris and me! | 
have always cared about you, and Chris absolutely adores 


“I’m sorry if I offended you. You and Chris are family, 
and I’m very fond of both of you. We just don’t see eye 
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to eye in this matter. You and Chris believe Tall Oaks 
should be run by force, which I strongly oppose. Since 
this is my home and my property, I have decided to take 
an active part in operating it. When I inherited Tall Oaks 
I also inherited its people, and they will be treated fairly 
and with consideration.” 

“You almost sound like an abolitionist. Why don’t you 
just set all our slaves free and be done with it!” 

“I wish I could,” Michelle answered, her remark stun- 
ning her stepmother. “But it’s against the law. There are 
over a hundred slaves at Tall Oaks, and the law prohibits 
setting that many free at one time. Believe me, if I could, 
I'd give all of them their freedom and pay them wages to 
work for me. But since that is not a choice available to 
me, I intend to see to it personally that their lives are as 
pleasant as possible.” 

“I think Mr. Sheldon has been trying to influence you.” 

“Lynnette, my feelings in this matter have nothing to 
do with Mr. Sheldon. I am taking up where my father left 
off. You know Papa didn’t have a cruel bone in his body. 
The slaves on this plantation had no reason to fear him. 
He was always fair in his dealings with them.” 

Lynnette raised her chin angrily. “I suppose you plan to 
dismiss every servant I brought into this house.” 

“Only if they deserve to be dismissed.” 

“Now that you have banished Mandy, who will be our 
cook? Did you ask Louella to return?” 

“Yes, I did. But she doesn’t want the job. She recom- 
mended Addie.” 

“Addie? Doesn’t she cook for the field hands?” 

“She did. Now she cooks for us.” 

Lynnette, frowning, said sarcastically, “Our meals will 
probably consist of mustard greens and cornbread.” 

“I’m sure she’s a very good cook or Louella wouldn't 
have suggested her.” Sweeping past Lynnette and heading 
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for the door, Michelle smiled over her shoulder. “Inciden- 
tally, I like mustard greens and cornbread.” 


Michelle was about to change her clothes for dinner 
when a knock sounded at her door. Thinking it was Tana, 
arriving to give her a hand, she called, “Come in.” 

Addie’s entrance came as a surprise. A cook rarely had 
a reason to come to her mistress’s bedchamber. 

“What are you doing here, Addie? Is something 
wrong?” Michelle wondered if Lynnette was the reason 
behind her visit. 

Closing the door, Addie moved to stand before Michelle. 
Worry was etched deeply on her face. “Mistress, I's sorry 
*bout disturbin’ you, but there’s somethin’ I think you 
should know.” 

“What is it?” 

“I's come to tell you "bout Tildy.” 

Michelle had assigned Tildy to kitchen work. “Are you 
having problems with her?” 

“No, ma’am, it ain’t nothin’ like that. Tildy’s losing her 


“What!” Michelle exclaimed. “Matilda pregnant? But 
she can’t be more than thirteen!” 

“Yes, ma'am. Her bein’ so young is probably why she’s 
miscarryin’.” 

“Where is she?” 

“In my room. I had Joseph bring in a cot for her.” 

“T’'ll check on her. You find Joseph and send him for 
Louella. She’ll know what to do for Matilda.” 

Michelle hurried into the hall and down the back stair- 
way. She rushed past the kitchen servants and into the 
cook’s bedroom, where she found Tildy on the cot. The 
girl was writhing and moaning. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Michelle told her. “Louella will be 
here soon and she’ll take care of you.” 
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“I's bleedin’ somethin’ terrible, Mistress!” There was 
fear in her eyes. 

“You'll be all right,” Michelle said, hoping that was true. 
“But you are losing your baby. You realize that, don’t 
you?” 

“Yes’m, but I’s glad "bout that. I don’t want a baby, 
specially not this one.” 

“Who's the father?” 

Despite her pain, Tildy looked at Michelle with wonder. 
“You mean you don’t know?” 

“Should I know?” 

“Masta Yancey’s the father.” 

Addie opened the door and came inside. 

Michelle turned to her. “Tildy said Mr. Yancey is the 
father of her baby.” 

“Yes’m. ‘Fore he took up with Tildy, he had another 
young gal stayin’ with him. Her name was Darcy. He got 
her pregnant, too. When she started showin’ he lost interest 
in her, threw her out, and moved Tildy in.” 

“What happened to Darcy?” 

Addie said sadly, “She didn’t want Masta Yancey’s baby. 
She died tryin’ to get rid of it.” 

Anger flamed in Michelle. “How old was Darcy?” 

“Fourteen. Masta Yancey, he likes his wenches real 

“Have there been more?” 

“Darcy and Tildy are the only ones who lived with him. 
But he’s been forcin’ hisself on young girls ever since he’s 
been here.” 

When Louella arrived Michelle confronted her furiously. 
“Louella, why didn’t you tell me about Yancey? My God, 
how could you have stayed quiet about such a thing?” 

“I reckon maybe I should have told you. But I was 
scared.” 

“Scared?” she cried. “Of me?” 

“Not exactly. I was scared if I started meddlin’, I'd get 
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in trouble. I wasn’t sure you could protect me from Masta 
Yancey. White folks have a way of sidin’ together.” 

Michelle was taken aback. She had never dream 
Louella saw her that way. “What did I ever do to make 
you think I would turn against you?” 

“You's always been a child. You's just now growin’ up. 
I felt I had to wait and see what kind of woman you was. 
I was scared you might’ve changed.” 

Michelle’s anger toward Louella dissolved quickly. Go- 

ing to her, she took the woman into her arms. “I love you, 
Louella! I would never turn against you. Please believe 
me.” 
“T's sorry I didn’t trust you, honey,” she said, hugging 
Michelle close. “But you got to understand how hard it is 
for us slaves to have faith in white folks. Even those we 
helped raise from the cradle.” 

Michelle released Louella from her arms. “I’m going to 
prove to you and the others that I can be trusted. You'd 
better tend to Tildy. I have business to take care of.” 

“Whatcha you gonna do?” 

“Pay a visit to Mr. Yancey,” she replied, cold fury in 
her eyes. 


Yancey hadn’t replaced Tildy, and was fixing his own 
supper when a loud rapping sounded at his front door. 
Removing a pot of beans from the stove, he left the kitchen 
and went to the door. 

“Miss Michelle!” he said, obviously taken by surprise. 
Her coldness was apparent, and he swallowed nervously. 

“Step outside, please!” she demanded. She preferred to 
confront him on the porch. 

He did as she ordered. “Is somethin’ wrong? I bet you 
come for the whip, didn’t you? It was found down at the 
dock and returned to me. I reckon durin’ all the confusion 
you forgot it.” 
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“I didn’t come here to get the whip!” she said angrily. 
“I came here to tell you that you are dismissed. I want 
you to leave first thing in the morning.” 

Rage simmered in Yancey as he faced his worst fear. 
Overseer jobs were scarce; he might be unemployed a long 
time. How was he to get by? More infuriating, he had 
liked working at Tall Oaks, for Chris had given him free 
rein. 

“Ma’am, you can’t mean that,” he said desperately, hop- 
ing to change her mind. “You ain’t gonna find another 
overseer who can do the job as good as I can.” 

He sickened her. “Mr. Yancey, did you know that Tildy 
was with child?” 

He hadn’t, but it didn’t surprise him. “No, ma’am, I 
didn’t know. I bet that horny buck, Elroy, got her that way. 
I caught him hangin’ around here a few times.” It was a 
lie; he had never seen Elroy anywhere close to the house. 
But he hated Elroy and considered him insolent and rebel- 
lious; it was easy to blame him. 

“Don’t lie to me!” Michelle raged. “Not only did you 
get Tildy in trouble, but also Darcy! Furthermore, you have 
forced other girls to submit. Mr. Yancey, you are repulsive, 
vile, and callous. I want you off my property by tomorrow 
morning. Come to the house later this evening and I will 
have Chris pay you your final wages.” 

With that, she wheeled about and was gone. 


Michelle entered the house through the back door. Addie 
was standing at the stove, dishing food into bowls. 

“Ma’am,” she said, “Masta Chris and the others are 
already at the dinin’ room table. They’s waitin’ for you to 
join em.” 

“How is Tildy?” 

“She's better. Louella’s still with her. She sure enough 
lost the baby. But I reckon it’s for the best.” 
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As Michelle headed for the dining room, she ran her 
fingers through her hair, attempting to comb it. Lynnette 
insisted that dinner always be a formal affair, and Michelle 
knew her stepmother would not approve of her dress. But 
she didn’t have time to go to her room and change. 

Drawing a deep breath and preparing herself for Lyn- 
nette’s disapproval, in addition to Chris's reaction to Yancey’s 
dismissal, she entered the dining room. The men stood re- 
spectfully, though Lynnette stared at her stepdaughter with 
disfavor. 

“Sorry I’m late,” Michelle said, going to her chair, which 
was across the table from Brent's. Charlene, dressed stun- 
ningly, was seated at Sheldon’s side. Chris and Lynnette, as 
always, occupied the chairs at the head of the table. 

“Michelle,” Lynnette began, “why didn’t you dress for 
dinner?” 

“There wasn’t time.” 

Addie and Lucy entered, their arms laden with trays car- 
rying filled bowls and a platter covered with fried chicken. 
Conversation ceased until the servants had returned to the 
kitchen. 

Lynnette continued her questioning. “Why didn’t you 
have time to dress?” 

“I was summoned to Addie’s quarters. Tildy, who used 
to work for Mr. Yancey, has had a miscarriage.” 

Lynnette’s face paled. This was not proper dinner col- 
loquy. “We'll discuss Matilda later,” she said reproachfully. 

“No, we'll discuss her now,” Michelle rejoined. She 
turned to Chris. “Mr. Yancey got Matilda in trouble. He 
did the same thing to Darcy, who died trying to rid herself 
of his child. I understand that he has forced himself on 
several girls. Did you know he was doing these things?” 

Chris had never discussed such matters with Yancey, 
though he wasn’t surprised that the man was helping him- 
self to girls. A lot of overseers bedded young wenches. 
Most of them considered it a fringe benefit. 
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“Michelle,” he said gently, hoping to soothe her, “I have 
never questioned Yancey about his nocturnal activities. But, 
my dear, you must realize that colored girls often play up 
to overseers. They enjoy the privileges that come with such 
a union. But I must insist that we change the subject. This 
is not a fitting conversation for young ladies like yourself 
and Miss Richardson.” 

“Don’t patronize me, Chris. This conversation is not fin- 
ished, but Mr. Yancey is!” 

“What?” Chris exclaimed. “Michelle, surely you didn’t 
fire him!” 

“I most assuredly did!” 

Brent smiled wryly as his admiration for Michelle deep- 
ened. She was quite a lady. No wonder he was falling in 
love with her. 

“But, Michelle, we need Mr. Yancey,” Chris said. “He's 
a very proficient overseer.” 

“He's very proficient at forcing himself on helpless girls 
and using his whip against people who can't fight back. I 
told him that he must leave tomorrow morning. He'll be 
here soon for his wages. I want you to pay him off.” 

“Oh, dear!” Lynnette cried weakly. “May we please stop 
talking about Mr. Yancey and the slaves?” Her gaze flitted 
to Charlene and Brent, then back to Chris and Michelle. 
“Have you two forgotten we have guests?” 

“My apologies,” Chris was quick to say. 

“Don’t change the subject on my account,” Brent said 
with a grin. “I was finding it very enlightening.” 

Michelle, catching Brent’s eye, smiled at him from 
across the table. 

“Well,” Lynnette began, “I am sure Miss Richardson 
isn’t enjoying herself. Now, I insist that we talk about 
something much more pleasant. For instance, the upcoming 
ball » 


“That's fine with me,” Michelle remarked. “There’s no 
reason to further discuss Mr. Yancey. He's finished!” 
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*-** 


Louella was heading back to her cabin when Yancey saw 
her on his way to collect his wages. It was obvious that 
she had come from the big house, where he believed she 
had filled Michelle's ears full of malicious stories about 
him. He didn’t confront her, but stepped back unseen into 
the shadows. He watched until she was out of sight, then 
continued on his way. 

He went to the side of the house and knocked on the 
patio doors that led into Chris’s office. When no one an- 
swered he let himself inside, went to the liquor cabinet, 
and poured himself a drink. Then he sat in the chair across 
from the desk and waited for Mr. Copeland, whom he sup- 
posed was still having dinner. 

Chris appeared a short time later. He wasn’t surprised 
to find Yancey waiting and moved straight to the safe, 
opened it, and removed the overseer’s wages. 

Yancey got to his feet. He had thought Mr. Copeland 
might overrule Michelle, but, as he watched him count out 
his pay, his last shred of hope was dashed. 

“What kind of man are you?” Yancey asked irritably. 
“I cain’t believe you're gonna let Miss Michelle fire me. 
Ain’t you got any control over her? Hell, she’s only a 
woman!” 

“That’s true; however, she happens to own Tall Oaks. 
Like yourself, I am only an employee. She pays me to run 
this plantation. But if things go the way I hope, I will 
soon have full control over her and Tall Oaks. I plan to 
marry Michelle, and when I do I'll get in touch with you. 
I promise you will be reinstated. However, until then I 
have no choice but to go along with her. If I anger her, 
or make her dislike me, I will ruin any chance of marrying 
her.” He handed Yancey his wages. “Surely you can un- 
derstand my position.” 

“Yeah,” he mumbled. “I know what you're sayin’. But 
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when this money runs out you're so-called position ain’t 
gonna put food in my belly.” 

“I’m sorry. But, for now, I cannot help you.” 

Yancey stuffed the money into his pants’ pocket, drained 
his glass, and then set it on the desk. “This is all Louella’s 
fault! That black bitch has been talkin’ to Michelle and 
tellin’ her all kinds of things. You oughta have her sold 
downriver!” 

Chris laughed harshly. “Sell Louella? If I did such a 
thing, Michelle would probably shoot me! She loves that 
woman as though she were a member of her family.” 

Yancey turned and went to the patio doors. “I'll see you 
around,” he muttered on his way out. 

As he started back to his house, he tried to think of a 
way to get even with Louella. He fully believed she had 
caused his downfall. He didn’t doubt that she had spoken 
against him to Michelle. 

A thought suddenly came to him that caused an evil 
smile to spread across his face. He actually licked his lips, 
as though he was savoring the sweet taste of revenge. 

Although he was anxious to set his plan into motion, 
Yancey decided to wait a few days. He had just been fired, 
and if he carried out his revenge now, Michelle might sus- 
pect him of involvement. 

“] just gotta be patient,” he mumbled to himself. “After 
all, good things come to them who wait.” He laughed 
aloud. “That is, good for me; it ain't gonna be so good 


for Louella.” 


Nine 


As Yancey was heading toward home, his mind filled 
with thoughts of revenge, Michelle was on the front porch. 
Sitting on the swing, deep in thought, she gently moved 
back and forth. Now that she had fired Yancey she won- 
dered who she could find to take his place. She supposed 
she could advertise for a new overseer; there would no 
doubt be several applicants. But she wasn’t sure if she 
wanted to hire a total stranger, regardless of the strength 
of his references. She had heard of plantations that em- 
ployed colored overseers, and she was seriously consider- 
ing giving the job to someone at Tall Oaks. She wondered 
who would be qualified for the position. She decided to 
ask Jeremiah, for she trusted his judgment. 

The front door opened, and Michelle smiled as Brent 
stepped outside. As usual, she was intensely aware of his 
physical presence. His clear blue eyes met hers and his 
sensuous gaze made her heart beat faster. 

Brent moved to the swing and sat down, admiring her 
loveliness. A gentle breeze was ruffling her auburn tresses, 
and the effect was innocently seductive. Her soft brown 
eyes, shadowed by thick, sooty lashes, were not only beau- 
tiful but kind and sensitive. However, her eyes could also 
flash with sudden fury when she was angry. They were 
definitely the windows to her thoughts. 

Michelle, growing a little uncomfortable under his scru- 
tiny, asked, “What are you thinking about?” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“They are very expressive.” 

Michelle glanced down at her lap. 

Putting a finger beneath her chin, Brent urged her face 
back up. “Not only are they expressive but they reflect 
the real you.” 

“The real me? I’m not even sure who I am. It was only 
a short time ago that I was a girl in school, and now all 
at once I’m a woman with many responsibilities.” 

He took her hand in his, smiling with admiration, and 
said, “So far you have handled your responsibilities very 
well.” 

“Why? Because I sent Mandy to the slave quarters and 
fired Yancey? That doesn’t mean I’m capable of running 
this plantation. I have so much to learn.” 

“You'll learn in time. Meanwhile, Chris is competent. 
He was born to be a planter. Just let him know that you're 
in charge. He loves Tall Oaks, and he won’t do anything 
to jeopardize his position.” 

A worried frown furrowed her brow. “I’m afraid Chris 
might love Tall Oaks too much. Someday I will marry, and 
I'll want my husband to take charge of Tall Oaks. But 
where will that leave Chris?” 

His grin askew, Brent asked, “Marry? Do you have a 
husband in mind?” 

She blushed. “Frankly, Brent Sheldon, | was thinking 
about you.” 

“I’m flattered, and I’m happy you care that much about 
me. But, Michelle, you must surely know that I would 
never operate a plantation.” 

“Why not? You’ve seen with your own eyes that I won't 
tolerate abuse. The slaves at Tall Oaks are treated fairly 
and humanely.” 

“But they are still slaves.” 


116 Rochelle Wayne 


She felt a flash of anger. “Well, there’s nothing I can 
do about that! The law won't let me set them free.” 

“It doesn’t matter; the point is moot. The war will set 
them free.” 

“The war!” she spat sharply. “That's your answer to 
everything! You Yankees can’t wait to start it, can you?” 

“I’m not so sure we'll be the ones to start it, but I can 
assure you we’ll be the ones to stop it.” 

“Oh, you sound just like a Yankee!” 

“I think we'd better get off the subject of war.” 

“I couldn’t agree more!” Her thoughts, which were still 
stormy, turned to Charlene. “Why don’t we discuss Miss 
Richardson?” 

“All right. What do you want to know about her?” 

“She’s in love with you, isn’t she?” 

“She thinks she is.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I don’t think Charlene is capable of truly loving anyone 
but herself. I’ve known her all her life. Our families are 
near neighbors. Although I have warm feelings for her, 
they are strictly platonic. You and I have many problems 
to overcome, but she isn’t one of them.” 

“The way I see it, our biggest problem is your opposi- 
tion to my owning slaves.” 

Brent waited a long moment before saying, “Michelle, 
even if the slaves at Tall Oaks were free, I couldn’t live 
here.” 

“Why? Do you like Cincinnati that much?” 

“Actually, 1 don’t want to live there either. My mother 
is the reason why I haven't left; she’s totally dependent on 
me. If it wasn’t for her, I would sell the family’s businesses 
and move to Texas.” 

Michelle was surprised. “Texas! But why?” 

“I first traveled to Texas when I was eighteen. My fa- 
ther’s uncle—his name is Frank—has a ranch outside San 
Antonio. I took to ranching like a fish takes to water. 
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Thereafter, I visited Frank twice a year. When I turned 
twenty-one I came into a large trust, which I used to buy 
land that borders on Frank's property. That land, Michelle, 
is my future.” 

“But you can’t convince your mother to move there?” 

He laughed shortly. “That is completely out of the ques- 
tion. However, she is presently being courted by a wid- 
ower—an old friend of the family—and I’m hoping he will 
ask her to marry him. He is quite wealthy and can main- 
tain the high standard of living to which my mother is 
accustomed. Then I'll be free to move to Texas.” 

“Haven't you forgotten something very important?” 

“What's that?” 

“The upcoming war. Texas favors secession.” 

He sighed heavily. “Yes, I know. Nevertheless, someday 
I plan to make it my home.” 

“And where does that leave me?” 

He gazed deeply into her dark eyes; she appeared to be 
on the verge of tears. “If you were my wife, I would ex- 
pect you to move to Texas with me.” 

“But what about my home?” she cried. “I love Tall 
Oaks as much, if not more, than you dream to own a 
ranch.” 

“Yes, I’m sure you do,” he answered pensively, “But, 
Michelle, becoming a planter is not what I want from life. 
Since I was eighteen I’ve known where I belonged. I also 
knew that someday I would achieve my goal. That’s why 
I bought the land. That you might love me enough to share 
that dream with me would make me the happiest man on 
earth. But I think you will choose Tall Oaks over me.” 

“That goes both ways, you know; you would choose 
your ranch over me.” 

A note of pleading came to his voice. “Michelle, try to 
understand. If 1 give up my dream, I will spend the rest 
of my life regretting it.” 

“I feel the same way about Tall Oaks.” She sounded as 
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hopeless as Brent. “And the people on this plantation need 
me. | won’t desert them.” 

His hands fanned the air somewhat angrily. “We have 
too damned many obstacles to overcome!” 

“How can we love each other when we're so different?” 

“Different? We're very much alike. It’s just that we both 

have minds of our own.” 
“If we are to share a future, one of us will have to give 
He put an arm about her shoulders and drew her close. 
“Giving in will probably not be an option. The war will 
drive us so far apart that we may never find our way back 
to each other.” 

She held him tightly, desperately. “Brent, why must it 
be this way?” 

“Honey, I wish it wasn’t.” He kissed her cheek, then 
whispered in her ear, “With each passing minute I seem 
to fall more and more in love with you.” 

“I love you, too!” she cried, tears gathering in her eyes. 

His lips touched hers gently; a small groan came from 
her throat as she turned their kiss into one of heart-stopping 
passion. 

Her urgent response unleashed his hunger and his mouth 
took hers demandingly, adding fuel to their fiery desire. 
Then, abruptly, Brent broke their embrace. 

“What's wrong?” she asked. Her voice trembled slightly, 
for their kiss had evoked her deepest longing. 

“Michelle, don’t you realize we're playing with fire? We 
aren’t schoolchildren who can be satisfied with kisses. 
What we feel for each other goes much deeper than that.” 
He smiled tenderly, brushing his fingers across her cheek, 
then continued with extreme gentleness. “Maybe you're 
too inexperienced to understand what I’m saying.” 

“Perhaps I am inexperienced, but I’m not a child. I un- 
derstand the feelings I have for you. If we were alone 
somewhere, instead of on this porch, I wouldn’t stop you 


in. 
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if you tried to make love to me. I couldn’t stop you even 
if I wanted to; I haven’t that much willpower.” 

“Then we must make sure we are never so alone. | 
won't take your innocence and then ride out of your life.” 

“And you would have to ride out, wouldn’t you?” The 
sadness in her voice tore into Brent's heart. 

“Yes, my leaving would be inevitable. The war would 
see to that.” 

Before Michelle could reply, the door opened and Chris 
came outside. He wasn’t pleased to find Michelle and 
Brent sharing the swing. He decided it was time to ques- 
tion Sheldon’s intentions. 

“Michelle,” Chris began, “I'd like to speak with Brent 
alone. Do you mind?” 

She rose. “No, of course not.” Turning to Brent, she said 
warmly, “Good night. I'll see you in the morning.” She 
started to move past Chris but, changing her mind, she 
looked up into his face and remarked, “I’ve decided to give 
the job of overseer to one of our field workers. Tomorrow 
I'll ask Jeremiah to recommend someone.” 

Chris was astounded. “Let a slave be an overseer? Good 
Lord, that is totally ridiculous!” 

“I don’t think so. It’s done on a lot of plantations.” 

“But, Michelle. . . .” 

“My mind is made up,” she said firmly. She went into 
the house without another word. 

Chris was visibly distressed. 

“Don’t look so upset,” Brent told him. “I think Michelle’s 
idea is a good one.” 

“You would!” he grumbled. 

“Chris, you know as well as I do that war is imminent. 
When all the South’s able-bodied men are off fighting, who 
do you think will help the women run their farms and plan- 
tations? That kind of work will fall to slaves. You and 
Michelle might as well pick a reliable worker now and train 
him. That way, when you're gone, he’ll know how to help 
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Michelle.” As he let his words sink in, Brent reached in his 
pocket and brought out a cheroot. He struck a match, fram- 
ing the flame with his hand as he lit his smoke. “Well?” he 
asked. “Do you agree with me?” 

Chris sat down on a cane rocker. “Yes, I do. I should 
have thought of it myself. But I have a way of ignoring 
the upcoming war. I suppose I feel that if I don’t think 
about it, it will go away. Although I will fight for my 
homeland, I still hope the war can be avoided. Not that I 
think we'll be licked; I simply don’t want to be bothered 
with such a conflict. It will interfere with my plans for 
Tall Oaks.” 

“Chris, don’t you think you're taking too much interest 
in Tall Oaks? After all, the plantation belongs to Michelle.” 

He stiffened. “I am perfectly aware of that.” 

Brent didn’t say anything; he simply smoked and rocked 
the swing gently, waiting for Chris to tell him why he had 
wanted to see him alone. 

Chris wasn’t sure how to question Sheldon’s intentions 
toward Michelle. He certainly didn’t want Brent to suspect 
that he was planning to marry her himself; he would un- 
doubtedly tell Michelle, and Chris didn’t want her knowing 
he had such expectations. That is, not just yet. First he 
had to make her start seeing him in a romantic way. He 
wanted to move cautiously, gradually changing their rela- 
tionship from one of friends to lovers. If he moved too 
fast, he could lose her for good. 

“Brent,” he began, clearing his throat, “Michelle doesn’t 
have a male relative to speak for her, so I feel I should 
take on that role. After all, I am the man of the house.” 

“Are you about to ask my intentions?” Brent said with 
a smile. 

“Yes, that’s exactly what I was going to ask.” 

“T'll be perfectly honest with you, Chris: From the first 
moment I set eyes on Michelle I began to fall in love with 


her. I'd like to tell you that my intentions are . . . shall I 
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say ... honorable . . . and that I plan to marry her. But 
it’s not that simple. There’s a war on the horizon that 
makes such a marriage impossible. However, even if the 
war wasn't inevitable, Michelle would never agree to leave 
Tall Oaks, and I could never make this plantation my 
home. We are both sadly aware that we have impossible 
obstacles to overcome. Therefore, a marriage between us 
is highly unlikely. But I’m not a man who gives up easily, 
and if I’m still alive when the war is over, I'll be back. 
You can count on it.” 

Chris was relieved. By the time Brent came back 
Michelle would be Mrs. Copeland. He smiled to himself. 
Sheldon’s coming here could be a blessing in disguise. 
After Brent was gone winning Michelle’s hand in marriage 
should be easier; a woman rejected was always vulnerable. 
She would no doubt turn to him on the rebound, which 
was fine with Chris; he didn’t necessarily want Michelle’s 
love, but he did want her home! 

“I thank you for your honesty, Brent. But I can’t say 
that I’m sorry that yours and Michelle’s love is hopeless, 
for I would oppose her marriage to a Yankee.” He thought 
his response sounded very legitimate. 

Brent had no reason to suspect that Chris was less than 
sincere. He smiled disarmingly. “You know, our friendship 
is very strange. We both know that we’ll soon be enemies, 
yet we remain affable.” 

Chris agreed. Despite the approaching war and Shel- 
don’s love for Michelle, he still liked Brent. They had 
shared good times in New Orleans, and he had thoroughly 
enjoyed Brent's company, which had been his reason for 
inviting him to Tall Oaks. 

“There’s no reason for us not to be friends,” Chris said. 
“The present conflict is between politicians, not between 
us, though that will change once the first bullet is fired. 
Then you and I will be wearing different uniforms, and if 
we should meet on the battlefield . . .” 
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“Well, let’s hope that never happens. Maybe we can both 
get through the war without our paths crossing.” 
“I hope so,” Chris replied, and he meant it. 


Michelle, slipping into her nightgown, watched Tana as 
she drew back the bedcovers. The girl mystified her. Her 
work was proficient, and she was always polite, but there 
was a reticence about her that puzzled Michelle. She usually 
didn’t speak unless spoken to, and although she carried out 
her tasks quickly and competently, her mind seemed to be 
elsewhere. 

“Will there be anything else, ma’am?” Tana asked, turn- 
ing away from the bed. 

“No, that will be all. You may go.” 

“Good night, ma’am,” she murmured respectfully, head- 
ing toward the door. 

“Tana, wait,” Michelle called. 

The girl stopped, turned, and faced her mistress. 

“Tana, aren’t you happy here?” 

“I like it here fine, ma’am.” 

“That’s not what I asked. Are you happy?” 

She shrugged. “If you want me to be happy, then I 
reckon I am.” 

“What kind of answer is that?” 

“It’s the best I can give you, ma’am.” 

Michelle studied her speculatively. “Something trau- 
matic happened to you at your former home, didn’t it?” 

Tana didn’t reply. 

“Well, if you ever feel like talking about it, I'll be glad 
to listen. Maybe I can help.” 

Tana wanted to trust her new mistress. The fact that 
Michelle had risked her life to save a slave, had dismissed 
Mandy and fired the overseer, gave Tana reason to hope 
that Michelle might be worthy of her trust. But her former 
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mistress’s betrayal had made such an impact on her that 
she was afraid to place her faith in Michelle. 

Realizing Tana wasn’t going to open up to her, Michelle 
said softly, “You may leave. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Charlene, wearing a sheer dressing gown, had been 
about to knock as Tana opened the door. “Is your mistress 
still awake?” she asked the girl. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Tana stepped aside for Charlene to enter, 
then left, closing the door behind her. 

“My, what a lovely room!” Charlene exclaimed, her eyes 
giving the decor a quick appraisal. “But then, every room 
in this house is beautiful. You Southerners do know how 
to live grandly, don’t you?” 

Michelle gestured toward a chair. “Won’t you have a 
seat?” 

‘As she complied, Michelle sat on the edge of the bed. 

Charlene smiled and said, “I suppose you're wondering 
why I’m here.” 

“Yes, I am,” Michelle replied. 

“I want to talk to you about Brent.” 

“Oh?” Michelle was instantly alert. 

“I have known Brent all my life. Our families are old 
friends.” 

“I already know that. Charlene, just say what's on your 
mind. It is late, after all.” 

“You and your family have been very hospitable and 
kind to me. Therefore, I think I owe you the courtesy of 
my advice. Don’t fall in love with Brent. I know him as 
well as I know myself, and I can assure you that he will 
join the Union Army and fight to destroy your home.” 

“I’m perfectly aware that Brent will fight against the 
South. However, let’s be honest with each other, shall we? 
Your advice has nothing to do with courtesy. You are trying 
to turn me against Brent because you consider me a rival.” 

Charlene got to her feet. “Well!” she huffed, sounding 
offended. “My apologies! It’s apparent from your attitude 
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that I’m not welcome here. I'll leave in the morning. I'll 
find lodging in Montgomery, and then send for Eugene.” 

“You don’t have to leave, Charlene. By all means, stay 
for the ball.” 

“But why do you want me to stay if you think I see 
you as a rival?” 

“Because / don’t see you as a rival.” Michelle smiled 
confidently. “I know where | stand with Brent, and I also 
know where you stand.” 

Charlene was piqued, but she hid it well. In a friendly 
manner she said, “Since you have no objections, I’ll gladly 
stay for the ball. But, Michelle, and I do say this sincerely— 
it will never work out between you and Brent.” 

Michelle didn’t say a word; she simply watched Char- 
lene as she left the room. But the woman’s remark brought 
the sting of tears to her eyes, for she knew it was heart- 
breakingly true. 

She moved about the room, extinguishing the lamps, 
then got into bed and stared at the dark ceiling. A part of 
her longed to desert Tall Oaks, leave with Brent and live 
wherever he decided. But if he wanted to live in Cincin- 
nati, could she be happy in the North, surrounded by Yan- 
kees? People at war with her own homeland? No! No! she 
thought desperately. J couldn't bear it! 

Moreover, how could she possibly bring herself to leave 
the slaves at Tall Oaks? The plantation itself would sur- 
vive; Chris would see to that. But the people? What would 
happen to them? Abuse would certainly return to Tall 
Oaks 


“I am bound to this place,” she murmured aloud. “I am 
as much a slave to Tall Oaks as the slaves themselves. 
Invisible chains tie me to my home, and these chains are 
unbreakable.” 

She turned over, fluffed her feather pillow, and waited 
for sleep that was a long time coming. But slumber 
brought little comfort, for she dreamt that she was heavily 
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manacled with the black arms of slaves gripping her wrists 
and ankles. In her dream, Brent appeared before her, only 
to slowly fade from her sight. She tried desperately to 
reach him, but black arms kept pulling her back until, fi- 
nally, he disappeared like a wisp of smoke. 

She awoke with a start. It took a moment for her dream- 
laced mind to clear, and she returned to full consciousness 
trying to fling off the phantom arms binding her. 

Michelle got up and.pulled a chair to the window. Tuck- 
ing one foot beneath her, she sat down wearily and stared 
outside. For the first time since returning home she was 
fully aware of the heavy burden resting on her shoulders. 


Ten 


Michelle stood on the front porch and watched Yancey 
leave Tall Oaks. His few belongings were packed in a 
buckboard, which also carried his bloodhounds. Michelle 
was not sorry to see the dogs leave, not that she disliked 
the dogs; she simply disliked what they represented. 

Brent came outside and stood next to her, Watching the 
overseer move slowly down the lane, he smiled and said, 
“Tall Oaks will be a lot better off without him.” 

As always, she found his smile sensuous and magnetic, 
and he drew her into his arms as though she had no will 
of her own. Leaning into his embrace, she gazed up into 
his vivid blue eyes, alive with desire. “Brent, I do love 
you something fierce,” she murmured. 

“I know what you mean,” he replied huskily. He bent 
his head to kiss her and she met his lips halfway. The 
exchange was deeply emotional and filled with love. 

She moved out of his arms and asked wistfully, “Brent, 
what’s to become of us?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe, in time, we can find a way to 
work everything out. But it’s not going to happen anytime 
soon. Not with a war coming.” 

Her mood lightened. “Certainly the war won't last very 
long. Then, as you say, we will find a way to be together.” 

He raised a brow questioningly. “What makes you think 
the war won’t last long?” 

“That's what Chris and others think.” 
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“Others? You mean your friends and neighbors?” 

“Yes. Why do you ask? Surely you don’t think the war 
will last more than a few months.” 

Brent chuckled dryly. “You Southerners better start 
thinking with your heads instead of your hearts. The war 
will most likely drag on for years. And when it’s finally 
over the South will be desolate, crushed, and totally 
beaten.” 

Michelle’s anger flared. “How can you say that!” 

“I’m simply speaking the truth—or, at least, what I 
think will be the truth. How can the South defend itself 
against the North? You produce cotton; we produce weap- 
ons!” 

“England and France will be our allies.” She eyed him 
steadily, daring him to contradict her. 

He shrugged. “Maybe, but the South better not bet the 
lives of its men on it.” 

“I’m beginning to wonder if I know you at all. The way 
you talk, I get the feeling that you can hardly wait to take 
up arms against the South. Do you really hate us that 
much?” 

“No, I don’t hate the South. And I certainly don’t hate 
you. I love you very much. I’m not looking forward to 
the war; I dread it with every fiber of my being. But, 
thanks to your politicians, I think it is unavoidable. And I 
will fight for the North, for | am against this country di- 
viding.” 

“And you are also against slavery.” 

“Slavery isn’t the real issue in this conflict. Secession 
will start the war, and your militant leaders will bring 
about the South’s downfall.” His arm swept wide, as 
though it could cover all of Tall Oaks. “Take a good, long 
look at your home, Michelle. Someday not too far away 
it will be gone. The land will still be here, and maybe 
even your house, but it will only be a desolate reminder 


128 Rochelle Wayne 


of what used to be. The South as we know it now is about 
to fall. Its days are numbered.” 

“I don’t want to hear any more of your predictions,” 
Michelle said somewhat sharply. “You think you know so 
much! Well, you have forgotten one very important factor.” 

“What's that?” 

“The South’s men! We Southerners know how to fight!” 

“Yes, I know. Unfortunately, that is why the war will 
most likely drag on for a long time.” 

She cast him an angry look. “I have had enough of this 
conversation!” 

“My feelings exactly,” he muttered. “It’s quite apparent 
that you're too Southern-minded to listen objectively.” 

“And you're too much of a Yankee to see there are two 
sides to every argument!” 

Taking her by surprise, Brent drew her into his arms, 
held her close, and murmured, “The war hasn’t started yet, 
so why don’t we put away our armor and find something 
more constructive to do with our time?” 

Her temperament improved at once. “More construc- 
tive?” she asked saucily. “For instance?” 

“This, for instance,” he said, kissing her with wonderful 
aggression. 

Linking her hands about his neck, she returned his ardor 
passionately, molding her thighs tightly against his. 

“Michelle,” he murmured in her ear, “I want you so 
badly that I don’t know which aches more, my heart or 
my body.” 

She smiled tremulously. “This is one issue where we 
feel exactly the same. I ache, too, my darling.” 

He was about to kiss her again, but the sound of an 
approaching carriage stopped him from doing so. They 
watched as a lone visitor, arriving in an expensive buggy 
drawn by a pair of black horses, drew closer to the house. 

Suddenly recognizing the man, Brent exclaimed, “That's 
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my uncle from New Orleans! I wonder if something is 
wrong.” 

Brent, with Michelle at his side, hurried down the porch 
steps to welcome him. 

Brent's uncle brought the team to a halt. Greeting his 
nephew with a warm smile, he got down from the carriage. 
“Don’t look so worried, Brent,” he said. Wes m not a bearer 
of bad tidings.” 

“I’m glad to hear that,” he replied, then made the in- 
troductions. “Michelle, I'd like you to meet my uncle, John 
Stephens. John, this is Michelle Beauclair.” 

“Welcome to Tall Oaks,” Michelle said graciously. 

Brent’s uncle, accepting her proffered hand, kissed it 
lightly. “It’s a pleasure to be here,” he replied. He was 
quite taken with her beauty. “I was acquainted with your 
father, but I didn’t know him as well as I would have 
lik 

“Why are you here?” Brent asked. 

“I decided on the spur of the moment to visit friends 
in Montgomery. Since I was so close | naturally rode out 
to see you.” 

“Won't you come inside?” Michelle asked. 

“Thank you, Miss Beauclair. But, if you don’t mind, | 
need to speak with Brent.” He smiled hesitantly. “Family 
business, if you know what | mean.” 

“Let me leave you two alone,” she said. She wondered 
if Brent’s uncle had indeed carried bad news. She looked 
at him carefully. He was a handsome, impeccably groomed 
middle-aged gentleman. Michelle remembered Brent tell- 
ing her that he was a prosperous attorney. He certainly 
looked like the typical well-to-do lawyer. However, she 
doubted that he had brought disturbing news, for she could 
see no sign of worry on his face. She turned to Brent and 
said, “While you and Mr. Stephens talk I’ll find Jeremiah. 
I need to ask him about replacing Mr. Yancey.” She smiled 
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at John, excused herself, and started toward the black- 
smith’s shop. 

“Would you like to talk on the porch?” Brent asked his 
uncle. 

“No, we might be overheard. Let’s talk right here.” 

Sheldon regarded the man uncertainly. “Why the se- 
crecy?” 

“Brent, I’m about to give you some very startling news. 
I know I can trust your discretion.” 

“John, what the hell’s going on? A conspiracy?” 

“Exactly,” he replied gravely. 

Brent hadn't been serious, and now he was taken off 
guard. “You must be joking.” 

“This is no joke, I might be Southern-born, but I am a 
Northern sympathizer. For years your aunt and I have been 
helping slaves escape this tyranny that binds them. But 
I’m not here to discuss slaves; I’m here to discuss a war 
that is certain to erupt.” 

It was a long moment before Brent could digest every- 
thing Stephens had said. He had never imagined that his 
uncle wasn’t a loyal Southerner. “What about the war?” 
he finally asked. 

“Several rich citizens in and around New Orleans have 
replaced some of their currency with gold. Later, this gold 
will be used to buy munitions for the Confederate States.” 

“How do you know about this?” 

“Because I am a contributor. When I was contacted | 
couldn’t very well refuse. If I had, I would have looked 
mighty suspicious. This gold must be safely hidden until 
it’s time to use it. Only a selected few will know where 
it’s hidden, and I regret to say that I was not one of those 
chosen. But the gold’s hiding place is why I’m here.” 

“What does the gold have to do with Tall Oaks?” 

“Michelle Beauclair’s grandfather, Louis, is leading this 
crusade. He owns a plantation in Cuba and has two sons 
residing there. They will get the munitions to the South 
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from Cuba and into Mobile Bay. That, however, will not 
be for quite some time. The weapons will have to be pur- 
chased from England, shipped to Cuba, and then brought 
here. The best way to stop the transaction is to steal the 

Id.” 

“T still don’t see what all this has to do with Tall Oaks.” 

“It may have nothing to do with Tall Oaks. But Louis 
must hide the gold somewhere safe. I think he might de- 
cide to hide it here.” 

“That’s unlikely. Michelle told me that Louis disowned 
her father. As far as I know, she has never even talked to 
her grandfather.” 

“It’s well known that Louis disowned Charles Beauclair. 
That’s why I think he will leave the gold here. Anyone 
who might be looking for it would never think to look 
here. Everyone knows he renounced Charles and has never 
even claimed his granddaughter.” 

“What do you want from me?” Brent had an uneasy 
feeling he wasn’t going to like his uncle’s answer. 

“I want you to let me know if Louis visits Tall Oaks 
while you're here.” 

“What else?” 

“He'll certainly talk alone with Michelle. Overhear their 
conversation if you can.” 

Brent shook his head. “I won’t go that far. If he shows 
up, I'll let you know. But | won’t eavesdrop.” 

“But you must! Your country is depending on you.” 

“John, there’s something you should know. I’m in love 
with Michelle. I won't spy on her.” 

Stephens was obviously disappointed. “All right, Brent. 
Although you have let me down, I won't try to pressure 
you. If you'll just report Louis's visit that will suffice.” 

“That much I can do.” 

“He'll probably bury the gold somewhere on this land. 
It would help enormously if we knew exactly where it was 
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buried. But when the time comes we'll find it . . . regard- 
less.” 

Brent’s muscles tightened. “Regardless? Are you saying 
Michelle will be interrogated, even harmed?” 

“Of course not! I might sympathize with the North, but 
I would rather die than condone harming a lady. I’m ter- 
ribly offended that you would even ask such a thing.” 

“How long do you plan to stay in Montgomery?” 

“Till the end of the week.” 

“If Louis arrives, I'll let you know.” 

Just then Chris came outside. Smiling, he descended the 
porch steps; he and John were casual acquaintances. “Mr. 
Stephens,” he said cordially, “welcome to Tall Oaks. I 
must say, this visit is a surprise.” , 

As John explained that he was visiting friends in 
Montgomery, Brent's thoughts turned to Louis Beauclair. 
He hoped the man wouldn’t hide the gold at Tall Oaks; 
that could ultimately cause trouble for Michelle. 


Michelle, failing to find Jeremiah at the shop, decided to 
check Louella’s cabin. The man was leaving as she arrived. 
Louella followed him outside and, seeing Michelle, she said 
fondly, “Land’s sake, child! I thought you was goin’ to stop 
comin’ here every mornin’. I suppose you’l! be wantin’ your 
usual cup of coffee.” 

“Not this morning, Louella, but thanks anyway. Actu- 
ally, I’m here to see Jeremiah.” 

“What can I do for you, ma’am?” Jeremiah asked. 

“Now that Mr. Yancey is gone . . .” 

“Hallelujah!” Louella interrupted. “That man bein’ gone 
is a blessin’!” 

Michelle felt like telling her that Yancey would have 
been gone a lot sooner if she herself hadn’t been afraid 
to speak up. But she loved Louella too much to chastise 
her. 
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Her attention returned to Jeremiah. “I want one of our 
field hands to take Mr. Yancey’s place. Can you recom- 
mend someone?” 

“You’s gonna give the job to one of us?” he gasped. 

“Yes, I am. Do you think it’s a bad idea?” 

“No, ma’am. I sure don't! And the field hands, they’s 
gonna be mighty glad to hear "bout this.” 

“Well? Who should be our new overseer?” 

“There’s only one man for that job—Big Luke. He's 
mighty strong, a powerful worker, and smart, even if he 
ain't got no schoolin’. But inside he’s as gentle and as 
considerate as . . . aS . . . aS your pa was.” 

“Then he’s the right man to be overseer. Will you find 
him and bring him to the office?” 

“Yes’m, I sure will,” Jeremiah agreed readily. 

As he hurried on his way, Michelle asked Louella to sit 
with her, and they shared a porch step. 

“Louella, I need to talk to you.” 

“What about, honey?” 

“This is something I should talk to Lynnette about, but 
she and I have never been very close. I know she cares 
about me, and I care about her, too. But we are so differ- 
ent. If Mama were alive, I could go to her.” 

“What's botherin’ you?” Louella asked kindly. 

“I’m in love with Brent Sheldon.” 

“In love?” she exclaimed. “But you hardly know the 
man!” 

“I’m my mother’s daughter, remember? She fell in love 
with Papa at first sight.” 

Louella chuckled warmly. “So she did. But why is you 
troubled? Don’t Masta Sheldon love you, too?” 

“Yes, he does.” 

“Then why does you look so sad?” 

“Louella, have you forgotten that he’s from up north?” 

“If you two really love each other, then nothin’ else 
should matter.” 
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“But it does matter!” she cried miserably. 

Louella put an arm about Michelle’s shoulders. “If you 
and Masta Sheldon are meant to be together, then someday 
you will. You two might have to wait until after the war, 
but if y’all are supposed to share a future, then that day 
will come.” 

“I wish I could believe that.” 

“If you don’t believe it, then it can’t possibly come true. 
You gots to have faith.” 

“In your love. Ain’t you got no faith in it?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“Well, you best be makin’ up your mind. Masta Sheldon 
will be leavin’ soon, won’t he?” 

She sighed dismally. “Yes, he will.” 

“Honey, I ain’t no expert on love, but I’m mighty familiar 
with the feelin’. I love Jeremiah with all my heart, but he 
ain’t my first love. When I was "bout your age I fell in love 
with a boy named Sam. He lived down the road at the Wil- 
sons’ plantation. He used to slip away at night and come 
see me. Your mama knew "bout it, but she didn’t say nothin’ 
“bout me leavin’ the house to meet him. Well, one night 
Masta Wilson caught him leavin’, and he whipped him real 
bad. But that didn’t stop Sam. As soon as he was well, he 
came back to see me. Masta Wilson followed him here, and 
he raised such a ruckus that he woke up the entire house- 
hold. Miz Virginia asked her Papa to buy Sam cause she 
knew I loved him. Your grandpappy offered Masta Wilson 
a real good price for Sam, but he wouldn’t sell. Your mama 
and me begged Masta Wilson to sell Sam, but he wouldn't 
change his mind. He was so mad at Sam that he wanted to 
make an example of him. He wanted to make sure that none 
of his other slaves ever tried slippin’ away.” 

Tears came to Louella’s eyes, and it was some time be- 
fore she could continue, “Masta Wilson sold Sam to a 
planter from Cuba. Slaves don’t last long on them sugar 


SURRENDER 135 


plantations. Sam was young and strong, but when Masta 
Wilson sent him to Cuba he sent him to his death. There 
ain’t no doubt in my mind.” 

“Why haven’t you told me this before?” 

“l’s-always thought of you as a child. But now I’s startin’ 
to see you as a woman. After I lost Sam I lost the will to 
love again. It took years for my heart to mend.” She took 
Michelle’s hand into hers. “Your relationship with Masta 
Sheldon ain’t like mine was with Sam, but the consequences 
could be the same. If you lose the man you love, for what- 
ever reason, it could take years for you to recover. Honey, 
life’s too short to waste so much time on a broken heart. If 
you truly lpve Masta Sheldon, don’t you let nothin’ or no- 
body come between you.” 

“Nothing or nobody?” Michelle murmured sadly. “What 
about a war? I’m afraid it will destroy us as surely as Mr. 
Wilson destroyed you and Sam. You two couldn't conquer 
Mr. Wilson. He was too big, too powerful. Well, this war 
will be even more powerful.” 

“Then yours and Masta Sheldon’s love has got to be 
stronger than the war. If it ain’t, you’re gonna lose each 
other. There ain’t no two ways ‘bout it.” 


When Michelle returned to the house she found Chris 
in the parlor with Brent and the others. She asked Chris 
if he would join her in the office. 

He accompanied her down the hall and followed her 
into the office. 

He was dressed in work clothes, and she asked, “Are 
you planning to ride to the fields?” 

“Yes, | am. Since you dismissed Yancey, someone has 
to oversee the work.” 

“If you want to oversee everything, then feel free to do 
so. But it isn’t necessary. Big Luke will be here soon, and 
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I intend to make him overseer. Jeremiah recommended 
him, and I trust his judgment.” 

Chris disagreed. “Big Luke isn’t the kind of man we 
need as an overseer. He’s a proficient worker, true, but 
he’s entirely too good-natured. An overseer’s got to be firm 
and demanding to get a full day’s work out of the field 
hands.” 


“My father didn’t think so. The overseer who worked 
for him was well-liked by the slaves. He treated them 
fairly, and in return they put in a full day’s work.” 

Chris sighed heavily. “Very well, Michelle, have it your 
way. I can see your mind is made up, and nothing I say 
will change it.” ‘ 

“When Big Luke gets here explain his duties to him. 
I'd stay and talk to him myself, but I think I should spend 
time with our guest. I don’t want Mr. Stephens to think 
I'm neglecting him.” 

She turned to leave, but Chris’s hand shot out and 
caught her arm. 

For a moment he gazed uneasily into her eyes, which 
were regarding him questioningly. He knew- in order to win 
her hand in marriage, he must stop openly disagreeing 
with her. 

“Michelle, I’m sorry that we have quibbled about cer- 
tain matters concerning Tall Oaks.” He favored her with 
one of his most irresistible smiles. “There will be no more 
arguments, for I do sincerely respect your judgment. I am 
also very fond of you. You do believe me, don’t you?” 

She returned his smile. “Yes, I believe you. And, Chris, 
I care about you very much. I’m glad there will be no 
more disagreements.” 

He kissed her cheek, then whispered in her ear, “You 
have my heart, Michelle. Please treat it with care.” Then, 
as though he hadn’t murmured such an amorous declara- 
tion, he said briskly, “Go to the parlor and see to our 
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guest. I'll wait for Big Luke and give him instructions.” 
He urged her to the door and waved her through. 

As Michelle walked slowly down the hall, the words 
Chris had whispered in her ear ran through her mind. Had 
she heard him correctly? Yes, she most certainly had! But, 
surely he hadn’t meant them in a romantic way. That Chris 
might be in love with her was not only astounding but it 
was a problem she would rather not deal with. She quickly 
decided she was placing too much importance on what he 
had said and, clearing her mind, she went to the parlor to 
join the others. 

Meanwhile, inside the office, Chris was smiling com- 
placently. He was quite pleased, for he thought he had 
handled himself very well. He knew it was important that 
he subtly reveal his desire to Michelle. Later, after Sheldon 
was gone, he couldn't very well ask her to marry him out 
of the clear-blue sky. That would be too erratic. 

He went to the desk and sat down to await Big Luke, 
but his thoughts drifted to Tana. He didn’t see as much of 
her as he would like. The girl intentionally avoided him. 
A part of him demanded that he stop playing cat and 
mouse with her and take what he wanted, but another part, 
the one he couldn't understand, refused to even consider 
such a forceful act. 

He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and let his 
mind meander back in time. He and Lynnette, born in New 
Orleans, had grown up surrounded by wealth. Their grand- 
father had been successful in business and had made lu- 
crative investments. When he had died he had passed his 
wealth down to his daughter, Lynnette’s and Chris’s mother. 
Their mother had not married wisely, however, and her 
husband had slowly but surely squandered her inheritance. 
When Chris had grown old enough to fend for himself he 
had left home to make his own fortune. But he had failed 
miserably, and by the time he came to Tall Oaks to live 
with his sister he was penniless. 
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Lynnette, fortunately, had married into wealth and secu- 
rity, and now Chris was determined to reap the benefits 
of her rewards. He wanted Tall Oaks more than he had 
ever wanted anything in his life. But the only way to get 
it was to marry Michelle. 

His thoughts returned to Tana; he was imagining her in 
his arms when Jeremiah’s knock on the side door sent the 
picture fleeing from his mind. 


Eleven 


Brent’s uncle stayed for lunch, and then, thanking 
Michelle and the others for their hospitality, he said he 
needed to return to Montgomery. 

Brent decided to take Elroy shopping; the man needed an 
entire new wardrobe. He told his uncle that if he wouldn’t 
mind waiting, he'd ride to Montgomery with him. Stephens 
was glad to have his nephew’s company and readily agreed. 
Brent then asked Michelle if she would like to accompany 
them. She accepted, for she had some shopping of her own 
to do. 

Michelle went to her room, where she hastily changed 
clothes and ran a brush through her long hair. She drew 
back the lustrous tresses from her face and secured them 
with a pearl clasp. 

She took a purse from her wardrobe and started down 
the hall. As she passed Lynnette’s room, she noticed that 
the door was open. She glanced inside and was taken 
aback to find her stepmother sitting at her dressing table, 
leaning over with her head cradled on her folded arms. 

Michelle hurried inside. “Lynnette? Is something 
wrong?” 

Startled, Lynnette sat erect, her muscles tense and her 
back ramrod straight. “Michelle!” she gasped, wiping away 
tears. “You surprised me! Why didn’t you knock?” 

“Your door was open.” 
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“It was? 1. . . | guess I forgot.” She was evidently em- 
barrassed that Michelle had caught her weeping. 

“What's wrong?” Michelle asked gently. 

“Nothing,” she murmured. 

“I find you crying and you tell me nothing is wrong? 
For heaven's sake, Lynnette! What is it? Tell me; maybe I 
can help.” 

“I'd rather not talk about it, You'd better hurry. Brent 
and Mr. Stephens are waiting for you.” 

She placed a hand on her stepmother’s shoulder. “If you 
need me, I'll stay home. I can go to Montgomery tomorrow.” 

Lynnette patted her hand fondly. “Run along, dear. I'l] 
be fine.” 

Michelle, complying with her wishes, turned about to 
leave; but, as she did so, she caught a glimpse of a da- 
guerreotype on Lynnette’s vanity. “Who's that?” she asked, 
admiring the handsome face in the picture. : 

Lynnette’s hand snatched up the daguerreotype and 
shoved it in a drawer. “You are keeping Brent and his 
uncle waiting,” she said firmly. 

“I don’t care. At the moment I am more concerned 
about you. Why were you crying? Who's the man in the 
picture? Did you love him?” 

“Yes, | did,” she answered ruefully. “But that was a 
long time ago.” 

“Apparently, you have never gotten over him.” 

Lynnette smiled, but the smile failed to reach her eyes. 
“Michelle, | was twenty-eight when I married your father. 
You must surely realize that I loved before him.” 

“Who's the man in the picture?” 

“Victor Crawford.” 

“I think I’ve heard of the Crawfords. Don’t they have 
a plantation outside New Orleans?” 

“Yes, they do.” 

“Did Victor love you?” 

“I thought he did.” 
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“What does that mean?” 

“Michelle, it’s a long story. You don’t have time.” 

She drew up a hard-backed chair, sat down, and said, 
“I’m making time. Brent and Mr. Stephens aren't in that 
big of a hurry.” 

Lynnette regarded her stepdaughter affectionately. “You 
know, we have never been as close as I would have liked. 
It’s probably my fault. But I never knew how to reach you.” 

“We're just very different; that’s all.” 

Lynnette looked at her as though seeing her for the first 
time. “You're grown up, aren’t you, Michelle? For some 
reason I keep thinking of you as a young girl who needs 
guidance.” 

“You're changing the subject, Lynnette. Are you going 
to tell me about Victor?” 

“Yes,” she decided. “I will. Now that you're a young 
woman and will soon attend several social activities, you’ll 
probably hear about it anyway. If you were privy to New 
Orleans gossip, you would already have heard the story. 
Victor and I were engaged. Two nights before our wedding 
he fought a duel with a prominent young man like himself. 
Victor killed his opponent. The scandal was more than his 
family could endure, and his father disowned him. I un- 
derstand that Victor ran away to the West.” 

“But men have fought duels before without having their 
fathers disown them. Why was Victor's father so hard on 
him?” 

Lynnette frowned bitterly. “The duel was fought over a 
barroom strumpet!” 

“Did your father react as angrily as Victor’s?” 

“Yes, he was furious. The next day Victor came to see 
me, but my father wouldn’t even let him in the house. 
Victor had not only disgraced his own family, but mine as 
well. He brought such shame on me that I couldn’t bear 
to show my face in public. I became a recluse for years.” 
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“When Victor came to see you why didn’t you insist 
that your father let him talk to. you?” 

“I couldn't do that! I wouldn’t have dared! I never went 
against my father’s wishes. Besides, I didn't want to see 
Victor. | was too angry, completely shattered.” 

“But maybe Victor had an explanation.” 

“Explanation? There was no excuse for what he did! 
Dueling over a strumpet? Good Lord! What he did was 
unforgivable! Disgraceful!” 

“You have always placed propriety first, haven’t you? 
Even over your own heart. In this case it might have been 
a terrible mistake. If you had listened to Victor’s explanation, 
perhaps you would now be married to him instead of crying 
over his picture. It’s obvious you never stopped loving him.” 

“The ache in my heart has never gone away, true, but 
if I had it all to do over again, I would still refuse to see 
him. Call it propriety, pride, or whatever—but it should 
come first.” 

Michelle got up from the chair. “You're very prim and 
proper, Lynnette. I suppose those can be construed as ad- 
mirable traits, but where did they get you? Here you are, 
years later, crying over a lost love. Propriety must be a 
very cold bed partner.” 

Lynnette was aghast. “Michelle! I can’t believe you said 
such a thing!” 

Amused, Michelle smiled. “I know a proper young lady 
should never mention anything that has to do with lovemak- 
ing.” She went to the door, stopped, and looked back at 
Lynnette. “But then, I'm not a proper young lady; I speak 
my mind. Regardless of what young ladies are taught, I think 
there’s more to the marriage bed than a wife carrying out 
her duty. I have a feeling that with the right man, making 
love must be heavenly.” 

She left Lynnette with her mouth agape. 


*** 
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Michelle journeyed to Montgomery in Stephens’s car- 
riage, Brent rode on horseback, and Elroy traveled close 
behind in a buckboard. The city was an hour's ride from 
Tall Oaks, and there was still plenty of time for shopping. 

Montgomery, located on a high bluff, overlooked the 
Alabama River. The town had been settled in 1817, and it 
had" soon become a cotton trade and residential center for 
planters, causing it to grow at’a rapid rate. Alabama had 
recently seceded from the Union, and Montgomery was 
now the capital of the Confederate States of America. 

The bustling city was crowded with shoppers, traffic, and 
gathered crowds voicing their political views. Although 
Michelle enjoyed her frequent visits to Montgomery, she 
was always glad to return home, for the city’s congestion 
and hubbub was not to her liking. - preferred the tran- 
quillity of Tall Oaks. 

Stephens deposited her at her favorite dress shop, and 
Brent said he would come back and pick her up after he 
purchased clothes for Elroy. As Stephens went to his 
friend’s house, Brent, with Elroy following, located a men’s 
clothing store. 

They went inside, Elroy, trailing Brent at a respectful 
distance. The proprietor, stylishly groomed, welcomed 
Brent hesitantly, for he disapproved of Elroy’s presence. 
He didn’t like customers bringing their slaves into his 
shop. 

“May I help you, sir?” he asked Brent. 

“Yes. I need about three sets of clothes; nothing fancy. 
Something you already have made will do.” 

The proprietor led him to a counter where slacks and 
shirts were neatly folded. “Will these do?” His demeanor 
was curt, for he could tell by Sheldon’s accent that he 
wasn’t a Southerner. 

“These will do fine,” Brent said. “I also need shoes, 
socks and underwear.” He looked at Elroy, who had re- 
mained close to the door. “Come over here and pick out 
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three pairs of pants and three shirts. But you'll need to 
try them on.” 

“I beg your pardon!” the proprietor interjected. “That 
Negro will not put his black hands on my merchandise!” 

“Why not?” Brent's anger stirred instantly. 

“Sir, if he dares to try them on, you will buy them 
whether they fit or not. My customers would not buy these 
clothes if they knew they had been tried on by a Negro!” 

Brent glanced around. “You don’t have any customers.” 

The man stood rigid. “But I will know that he wore 
them! There is a shop at the other end of town that sells 
clothes for Negroes. I suggest you go there. Furthermore, 
my merchandise is much too good for a black! These 
clothes were made for a white man to wear! Also, sir, they 
are quite expensive!” 

Brent suddenly grabbed the man by his collar. “Now, 
you listen to me, you pompous bastard. I came in here to 
make a purchase. I have no intention of going to the other 
end of town, and | don’t give a damn how high your prices 
are.” He released him abruptly. “Have I made myself 
clear? Or do you need stronger persuasion?” 

Intimidated, the man answered, “No, sir. I understand. 
You're welcome to buy whatever you please.” 

Brent looked over to tell Elroy to pick out what he 
wanted, but Elroy was gone. 

The proprietor smiled nastily. “That boy knows his place 
whether you do or not.” 

Brent was in no mood to bicker with the man. He 
quickly looked through the clothes, choosing things that 
looked as if they would fit Elroy. Then he chose the rest 
of his purchases. 

When he had paid the proprietor and left the store, Brent 
found Elroy outside, standing beside the buckboard. He 
stood tall, his head high and his shoulders squared, but 
Brent knew anger and hurt had to be swirling inside him. 
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That an intelligent, sensitive man like Elroy was subjected 
to such inhuman treatment sickened Sheldon. 

“I’m sorry about what happened inside,” Brent told him 
as he walked up to the buckboard. He placed Elroy’s things 
inside the wagon. 

“It's not your fault. I should have known better than to 
go in there with you. But I thought since we were to- 
gether . . . Anyway, thank you for the clothes. But the man 
was right; you could have gotten them cheaper at the other 
end of town.” 

“I never shop at the other end of town,” he said with 
a grin. 

Elroy responded lightheartedly. “I still wonder if you 
didn’t drop out of heaven.” 

“Kicked out would be more like it.” 

The men, their friendship deepening, chuckled. 


Michelle had finished shopping and was waiting outside 
‘the store when Brent and Elroy arrived. Dismounting, 
Brent helped her into the buckboard. “Didn’t you buy any- 
thing?” he asked, seeing her arms were empty. 

“Yes, I did. I ordered a ball gown. Miss Douglas prom- 
ised it will be finished in time for the ball.” 

“Elroy,” Brent began, “why don’t you ride my horse, 
and I'll drive the wagon.” 

Complying, he jumped down from the buckboard and 
mounted Sheldon’s black stallion. 

Sitting beside Michelle, Brent slapped the reins gently 
against the team. The wagon rolled away from the store 
and down the busy thoroughfare. 

Within a few minutes they were out of the city and 
traveling the country road that would take them to Tall 
Oaks. 

The sun was sloping westward, but its somewhat unsea- 
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sonable warmth lingered comfortably over the quiet land- 
scape. 

“I’m glad we’re having an early spring,” Michelle mur- 
mured, relieved to have winter behind her. “I don’t like 
cold weather. It’s too confining.” 

“You should try spending a winter in Cincinnati.” 

“Do you get a lot of snow?” 

“Too much for my taste.” He smiled easily, and, as al- 
ways, Michelle found his smile was irresistibly charming. 
“I'm like you; give me a warm climate.” 

“Do you consider yourself an outdoors person?” 

He laughed softly. “Well, I prefer the outdoors. Espe- 
cially in Texas. Michelle, there’s no place like it! If you 
could see where I plan to build my ranch, I know you 
would love it as much as I do.” 

Her mood turned defensive. “You take too much for 
granted. I could never love Texas as much as I love Tall 
Oaks.” 

“Why not? In Texas, we could both start fresh. We could 
build a ranch to hand down to our children that wasn’t 
built from the sweat and back-breaking labor of slaves, 
who get nothing in return. Not even a patch of land to 
call their own, let alone a measure of respect!” He was 
still angry, the proprietor’s treatment of Elroy still too vivid 
in his mind. 

“Do you, for one minute, think I could leave Tall Oaks 
and go to Texas with you? I thought I had made myself 
quite clear. I won't desert my people.” 

Brent sighed impatiently. “Michelle, by the time the war 
is Over you won't have any people to desert. Don’t you 
understand that? They won't belong to you anymore.” 

“Oh, you are so certain that the South will lose! Your 
arrogance is intolerable!” 

“Very well, my prideful rebel, have it your way. I don’t 
want to spend our time together arguing.” 

“Neither do I,” Michelle was quick to say. 
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Noticing a buckboard up ahead, Brent pondered aloud, 
“I wonder why someone would leave his wagon on the 
road.” 

Elroy rode past them to check on the vehicle, but he 
returned quickly, his words excited. “There’s a white lady 
in the back of the buckboard. She’s in labor!” 

Brent laid the reins against the team and the wagon sped 
down the road to the buckboard. He and Michelle leapt 
off the seat and hurried to assist the woman. 

She was lying in the bed of the wagon, covered with a 
blanket from the waist down and obviously in great pain. 
Writhing and moaning, her hands clutching her swollen 
stomach, she begged feebly, “Help me . . . Please, help 
me.” 

“Do you know her?” Brent asked Michelle. 

“No, not really, but I know who she is. She and her 
husband have a small farm not far from here.” 

That the woman wasn’t an aristocrat was evident, for 
her clothes were homespun and her hands were callused 
from hard work. There was dirt beneath her fingernails. 

Michelle climbed into the back of the wagon. The young 
woman's face was haggard and drawn, and her eyes were 
glazed with pain. She was obviously very weak, and 
Michelle had a feeling she had been in labor for quite 
some time. 

“We'll get you to a doctor,” she told the woman. As 
Brent and Elroy considerately looked away, Michelle lifted 
the blanket. The sight that awaited her was shocking. 
“Good Lord!” she cried. 

“What is it?” Brent asked, turning his eyes to Michelle’s 
face, which was now deathly pale. 

“The baby’s coming!” She jumped to the ground and said 
too softly for the woman to overhear, “The baby’s turned 
the wrong way. She has lost a lot of blood. Brent, I don’t 
think she or the baby will live to reach Montgomery!” 

Brent went to the wagon, climbed inside, and asked the 
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woman, “Where’s your husband? Has he gone for a doc- 
tor?” 

Her voice was so frail that Brent could barely hear her 
reply, “My husband ain’t nowhere around. He left this 
mornin’ but didn’t tell me where he was goin’; When my 
pains started I thought I could make it to the doctor.” 

“Ma’am, I’m going to move you to our buckboard. | 
have to get you to town as quickly as possible. Our team 
will be a lot faster than the plow horse you have hitched 
to this wagon.” 

The woman, despite her weakened condition, screamed 
as a labor pain tore into her ruthlessly, like a sharp saber 
about to cut her in two. Squirming, she flung the blanket 
aside. 

“Help me move her,” Brent said to Elroy. 

He hurried to the back of the wagon. Before Brent could 
drape the blanket over the woman again, Elroy got a clear 
view of her lower torso, and his medical experience 
stopped him from climbing inside. The woman was in no — 
condition to be moved. | 

“Damn it, Elroy!” Brent said testily, “give me a hand!” 

“If you try to take her to town in a bouncing buckboard, 
you’ ll kill her and the baby.” 

Brent suddenly remembered Elroy’s telling -him that he 
had read Dr. Stewart’s medical books. “How much do you 
know about births?” Brent asked him. 

“Quite a lot,” he answered. “When Dr. Stewart was 
summoned to terid to a slave he always let me do the 
actual work. He'd merely stand by and give instructions. 
_ Several times we were brought in to take care of breech 

births.” 

Brent got down from the wagon, and Michelle quickly 
took his place. Taking Elroy’s arm, Brent led him a short — 
distance away. “I'll ride to Montgomery. You stay here in 
case that baby decides to come before I get back with a 
doctor.” 
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“That baby isn’t going to be born without somebody's 
help. But it’s got to happen soon. Otherwise it will die, 
and so will the mother.” 

“How long do you think they have?” 

“I’m not sure. | would have to examine her.” 

“Then, for God’s sake, take a look at her!” 

“Are you crazy? I can’t tend to a white woman! Why, 
I'd be strung up on a tree! Being your property wouldn’t 
even save me! A Negro man does not deliver a white 
woman's baby!” 

“But she'll die if you don’t help her!” 

“And I'll die if I do!” 

Brent understood. “All right, Elroy. I don’t blame you. 
I'll stay here, and you ride for the doctor.” 

“Brent!” Michelle cried frantically. “Hurry!” 

The men raced to the buckboard. 

“She’s losing a lot of blood!” Michelle gasped. “We 
must do something!” 

“Go for the doctor!” Brent yelled to Elroy as he jumped 
into the wagon bed. 

But Elroy didn’t leave; instead, he climbed in after 
Brent. Kneeling beside the woman, who was dangerously 
close to death, he asked, “Ma’am, can you hear me?” 

In spite of her pain, her gaze registered surprise. Why 
was a Negro man speaking to her? “Yes, I can hear you,” 
she said feebly. “What do you want?” 

“Ma’am, you and your baby might be dead before a 
doctor can get here to help you. I’ve delivered several ba- 
bies, including difficult births like this one. If you want 
me to help you, | will.” 

She was about to tell him that she would rather she and 
her baby die than have a black man touch her; however, 
another excruciating contraction changed her mind. Any- 
thing was preferable to this unbearable, unrelenting pain. 

“Help me,” she pleaded. “Just please stop this pain. . . 
I can’t stand it no longer.” 
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Elroy said, “I'll need that flask of whiskey I saw in your 
saddlebag.” 

Brent, moving as quickly as possible, got Elroy the © 
whiskey. 

Handing the flask to Michelle, Elroy said, “Pour the 
whiskey over my hands. They must be sterilized before I 
touch her. Then pour the rest over yours, because you’ll 
have to assist me.” 

“Will the baby survive?” 

“I don’t know. But I’m going to try and turn it. I’ve 
done this before; sometimes it works, sometimes it — 
doesn’t.” 

“What about the mother? Is she strong enough to take 
something like that?” 

“I hope so. I'll need her help pushing this baby into the © 
world.” 

Michelle doubted the woman had enough strength. “God 
help us,” she murmured. 

“God help me when this is over,” Elroy added gravely. 





Tw elve 


Dusk was cloaking the land when Michelle and Brent 
finally headed out of Montgomery and started for Tall 
Oaks. They had taken the woman and her baby to the 
hospital. Elroy wasn’t with them. Following the delivery, 
they agreed that he should go home and not make the trip 
to town. 

As the buckboard moved slowly down the road, 
Michelle’s mind relived the birth. She admired the mother's 
strength, for she had stayed conscious throughout the pain- 
ful ordeal, and had helped bring her son into the world. 
The baby was small, but he appeared strong and healthy, 
despite the difficult birth. 

But Michelle knew if it hadn’t been for Elroy, the 
woman and her child would have died. His medical skill 
had astounded Michelle. He had lived at Tall Oaks for over 
a year and she had never seen him as anything more than 
Jeremiah’s assistant. 

“What are you thinking about?” Brent asked. 

“I was thinking about Elroy. He's hard to figure, isn’t 
he?” 

“Not to me, he isn’t. But I see him as a man; you see 
him as a slave.” 

“Is that a reproach?” 

“No, just a fact.” 

A concerned frown crossed her brow. “I’m very worried 
about Elroy. If that woman tells anyone that Elroy deliv- 
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ered her baby, I’m afraid a lot of people will be angry. 
Especially her husband.” 

“What do you know about her and her husband?” 

“Not much. They're very poor and uneducated.” 

“What you folks call white trash?” 

“Yes, I suppose some people would call them that. But 
they're still white. And a lot of men, whether rich or poor, 
will agree that Elroy should be punished.” 

“Good God!” Brent raved. “If it wasn’t for Elroy, that 
woman and her child would probably be dead!” 

“That won’t matter to them. They will believe that she 
and her child should have died if the alternative was a 
Negro man touching her . . . and seeing her that way.” 

“That's a hell of a way to think!” 

“Yes, I agree. And there are people who will feel as I 
do. But there are others who won't . . . and those are the 
ones who have me worried.” 

“Will Elroy be safe at Tall Oaks?” 

“I don’t know. I can assure you that I'll do everything 
in my power to save him. But we’ll need Chris’s help.” 

“I’m not sure we can depend on him.” 

“Let’s hope we can, for he’s Elroy’s best chance. Chris 
is well respected in these parts, and he’s very influential.” 

“He hasn’t been here all that long. How did he manage 
to garner so much respect in such a short time?” 

“For one thing, he comes from a good family. In the 
South, that’s very important. And he has Tall Oaks behind 
him; to the people around here, that makes him as pow- 
erful as my father was.” A smile tinged with amusement 
put a twinkle in her eye. “But above all else, Chris is a 
gentleman, and a lieutenant in the Alabama militia.” 

“Well, in that case,” Brent began jokingly, “we have 
nothing to worry about. God forbid that an angry mob 
should cross a man who is not only a gentleman, but a 
lieutenant as well!” 
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“You say that in jest, but the men in these parts take 
such things very seriously.” 

“I don’t doubt it.” Brent spotted the abandoned buck- 
board, still on the side of the road. Before they had set 
out for the hospital they had unhitched the plow horse, 
figuring it would find its way home. 

Neither of them said anything as they passed the wagon. 
But they were both wondering if the woman’s husband was 
searching for her. 

“Do you think we should stop by the farm and see if 
the husband is home?” Brent asked. 

She shook her head. “I'd rather not. Besides, the doctor 
at the hospital said he would notify him.” 

“T guess it’s better that way. If the man and I were to 
meet face to face, I might have to kill him.” 

Startled, Michelle reached over, grasped the reins from 
Brent’s hands, and drew the team to an abrupt halt. “What 
did you say?” she exclaimed. 

“You heard me.” 

“My God, Brent! You can’t be serious!” 

“The hell I’m not! I won't stand idly by and let that 
man lynch Elroy!” 

“But, Brent, you’re a Yankee! If you kill a Southerner, 
for whatever reason, you'll be the one swinging from the 
end of a rope!” She clutched his arm, her words racing 
desperately. “You and Elroy must leave at once! I’m sure 
Chris will help you get to New Orleans, and from there 
you can book passage to Cincinnati.” 

“I’m not running,” he replied, his tone brooking no ar- 
gument. “I don’t run from trouble, I stand and face it.” 

“This is no time for heroics!” 

“Michelle, | meant what I said. I refuse to flee into the 
night like some kind of thief.” 

“Oh, Brent, this is all my fault!” she cried wretchedly. 
“I should have stopped Elroy from delivering that baby! 
Dear God, why didn’t I stop him?” 


154 Rochelle Wayne 


“Because two lives were at stake, that’s why. Elroy could 
have stopped himself, you know. But he didn’t. He did what 
he felt he had to do. He certainly has my admiration.” 

“Mine, too,” she murmured. A look of determination 
came to her eyes. “I won't let anything happen to him! 
Somehow I'll save him, if I have to stand off a mob with 
a rifle in my hands.” 

“We might be making too much of this. Maybe there 
won't be a mob.” Quirking a brow, and picturing her hold- 
ing off an angry crowd with a lone rifle, he said, “A 
loaded rifle can be dangerous. I don’t think they taught 
you about weapons at that school for young ladies.” 

His remark brought a smile to her face. “I'll have you 
know that I can handle a rifle. My father taught me to shoot. 
He believed a woman should know how to defend herself.” 

“Michelle, you never fail to amaze me. How well can 
you shoot?” 

“Well enough.” 

He took her hand, turned it over, and kissed her palm. 
The touch of his lips sent a thrill rippling through her. 

“I love you, Michelle Beauclair,” he whispered. 

She leaned into his embrace and laced her hands behind 
his neck. He lowered his head, and her mouth met his in 
a light, questing exchange that whetted their appetites. 

“Brent,” she murmured, “I want you. I want you with 
all my heart.” 

“My darling,” he groaned, his lips seizing hers in a de- 
manding, all-consuming caress that set fire to their pas- 
sion. He drew her so close that she felt wonderfully 
crushed by his strength. 

She trembled in his arms as their kiss evoked a need in 
her so powerful that it threatened to sweep her away from 
reality, making her conscious of nothing except the plea- 
sure of his lips on hers. 

“Brent,” she whispered throatily as his mouth left hers 
for only a moment. 
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Then he was kissing her again and again, his ardor driv- 
ing her nearly mindless with rapturous excitement. 

His passion as strong as Michelle's, Brent slid a hand 
down to the bodice of her dress, which fastened in front. 
His fingers deftly undid the top two buttons; then, brush- 
ing aside the fabric, he pressed his warm lips against the 
hollow of her throat. 

“Michelle, I never dreamed I could love a woman as 
much as I love you.” A flaming kiss followed his confes- 
sion, and his hand moved to caress the fullness of her 
breasts. He silently cursed the material that barred him 
from feeling her naked flesh. 

She didn’t push his hand away; she wanted his intimate 
touch, which caused her nipples to harden and a strange 
longing to pinpoint itself between her thighs. 

“Brent,” she said in his ear, “make me yours . . 
please... .” 

That she wanted him to take her innocence had a so- 
bering effect on Brent, and he gently released her from 
his arms. God, what am I doing? he demanded of himself. 
He had no right to take advantage of Michelle’s love, re- 
gardless of how passionately he desired her. He couldn’t - 
bring himself to make love to her and then journey out of 
’ her life, perhaps never to return. War was imminent, and 
a Confederate’s bullet might put him in an early grave. 
Michelle deserved more than a love affair that could very 
well end in tragedy. 

“Brent?” she asked. “What is it? Is something wrong?” 

His smile was wistful. “No, of course not.” He feigned 
a casual manner. “Don’t you think we should be getting 
home? The others might start to worry.” 

Michelle understood his sudden change. “Very well, 
Brent. Since you are so determined to protect my virtue 
we might as well go home.” She placed a hand atop his, 
and the expression in her eyes belied her inexperience. 
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“But, Brent, passion as strong as ours cannot be denied 
indefinitely. Someday . . .” 

“Yes, someday,” he interrupted. “When the time is 
right.” 

“And when will that be?” 

“God, I wish I knew!” he groaned. He slapped the reins 
unexpectedly, and the horses took off with a sudden bolt. 
The jolting buckboard sent Michelle falling against Brent, 
and he put an arm snugly about her shoulders. 

“I know you think the war will drive us apart,” Michelle 
told him, “but Louella said that our love must be stronger 
than the war.” 

“She's right. I know my love for you can withstand the 
conflict, but I'm not so sure about yours for me.” 

“Why not?” she asked, sitting up straight and -facing 
him defiantly. 

“Losers are usually bitter, and the South will lose.” 

To his surprise, his words didn’t anger her; instead, with 
a sparkle in her eyes, she said pertly, “Just remember, to 
the victor goes the spoils.” 

Although he laughed good-naturedly, deep inside he 
wasn’t quite so amused. He knew Michelle, like most peo- 
ple, was unaware that the approaching war would most 
likely wreak havoc across the country, creating fierce hate 
in the hearts of Americans that might fester for years, even 
after the last bullet was fired. He was afraid this hate 
might eventually find its way into Michelle’s heart and 
drive him out of her life forever. 


Charlene, looking for Lynnette, found her on the front 
porch. The woman was sitting in a cane chair, staring 
thoughtfully into space. Charlene knew she was upset, for 
she had been present when Chris had told Lynnette that 
Elroy had delivered a white woman's baby. When Elroy 
returned to Tall Oaks without Brent and Michelle, Chris 
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had demanded an explanation. Closeted in Chris’s office, 
Elroy had explained everything. Chris had then recounted 
the story to his sister. 

Charlene sat in the chair next to Lynnette’s. “You seem 
very worried,” she murmured, 

“I’m more apprehensive than worried. I can’t believe 
Michelle let Elroy do something so . . . so unspeakable. 
Trouble is bound to come to Tall Oaks.” 

“What kind of trouble?” 

“That woman's husband is liable to come here and de- 

mand that Brent hand over Elroy. He’ll probably string him 
up.” 
“But didn’t Elroy save his wife's life, and the baby’s?” 
“That won't make any difference.” A shudder ran through 
Lynnette. “I’ve never had a child, but I can imagine how 
embarrassing it must be to have a white doctor in attendance. 
But a colored man? Heaven forbid! I would rather die!” 

“Not me!” Charlene said. “If the person could save my 
life, the color of his skin wouldn’t matter.” 

“Those are Yankee words,” Lynnette returned. 

“Maybe so. However, I can assure you that Brent won’t 
give Elroy to that woman's husband.” 

“He might not have a choice. It wouldn’t surprise me 
to see the sheriff show up with a warrant for Elroy.” She 
decided to change the subject, and said, “Charlene, I’m 
sorry if Michelle and I have neglected you. Your visit 
hasn’t been much fun, has it? But then, country life isn’t 
very exciting. Tomorrow, we can go to Montgomery, have 
lunch, and do some shopping. Would you like that?” 

“Yes, I would. Thank you very much.” 

Lynnette doubted, now, that Charlene could come be- 
tween Michelle and Brent. The woman hadn't tried to mo- 
nopolize Brent’s time, nor had she done anything to make 
Michelle jealous. 

“Charlene,” she began, “may I ask you a very personal 
question?” 
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“Yes, I suppose.” 

“Are you in love with Brent?” 

“Very much so.” 

“In that case, aren't you jealous of Michelle?” 

“His interest in Michelle perturbs me, but I feel no real 
jealousy; he won't marry her.” 

“Are you saying that he’s toying with her affections?” 

“I’m not sure if foying is the right word. A fling is more 
like it.” 

“He’s a womanizer?” 

Charlene laughed saucily. “Brent Sheldon is a rogue, 
but a very charming one. He’s. known several women, but 
when he finally decides to settle down he’ll marry me.” 

“You sound very sure of yourself.” 

“Oh, I am! I’ve known all my life that I would marry 
Brent, and | always get what | want.” 

Lynnette smiled agreeably. “Good for you. I strongly 
oppose this relationship between Brent and Michelle. He 
is not the right man for her.” 

“Nor is she the right woman for him.” Charlene's tone 
was inflexible. “I am the right woman for Brent Sheldon!” 


As Tana left the house by the back door, she was sur- 
prised to find Elroy sitting on the porch stoop. 

“Is your mistress back?” he asked. 

“Not yet.” 

He appeared worried. “It'll be dark soon. I wonder why 
it’s taking them so long.” 

Tana sat beside him. 

“Do you know what happened?” he asked. 

“The house servants are gossiping something fierce, and 
I’ve heard bits and pieces.” 

Elroy told her the full story. 

Her eyes widened with fear. “I can’t believe you did 
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something so foolish! Why didn’t you leave that woman 
alone?” 

“She was dying, and so was her baby.” 

“You put your life in danger to save theirs! Oh, Elroy, 
didn’t bein’ a slave teach you anything at all? Don’t you 
realize you’re in lots of trouble?” 

“I’m perfectly aware of that. I’m considering making a 
run for it.” His expression was pained. “But if I run, I’m 
liable to be caught and hanged. If I stay, perhaps Mr. Shel- 
don can protect me.” He turned to Tana and clutched her 
arms so tightly that his grip was uncomfortable. “God, I’m 
_ so close to freedom! If I run, I might lose it forever!” 

“Elroy,” she pleaded, trying to pry his fingers lose, 
“you’re hurting me.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, releasing her at once. 

They were silent for some time; then Tana said softly, 
“Mr. Sheldon can’t protect you. No one’s gonna listen to 
a Yankee. There's only one man who could save you— 
Masta Chris.” 

Elroy laughed harshly. “In that case, I’m as good as 
dead!” 

She took his hand and held it firmly. “What are you 
gonna do?” 

He considered her question thoroughly before answer- 
ing. “I’m going to stay. If I run, I’ll get caught and strung 
up to the nearest tree. If I stay, I at least have a slim 
chance of staying alive.” 

“Maybe we're worrying needlessly. That woman might 
not say anything about you.” 

He remarked bitterly, “And maybe tomorrow the sun 
will drop out of the sky.” 

She sighed unhappily and placed her head on his strong 
shoulder, “Elroy, if something happens to you . . .” 

He wrapped an arm about her waist and drew her snug 
against him. “You're very sweet, Tana.” 

She moved so that she could see his face and looked 
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deeply into his eyes, searching for a sign of love; however, 
she could find only kindness. Disappointed, she looked 


away. 

Her feelings were obvious, and Elroy put a finger be- 
neath her chin, gently tilting her face up to his. “Tana, 
there’s no place in my life for love. I can think of nothing 
but freedom, then fighting to free all our people. Maybe 
when the war is over . . . But I can't make any promises.” 

She managed a brave smile. “I understand, Elroy. You 
don’t feel the same way about me that I feel about you.” 

“I won't let myself have those kind of feelings. Tana, 
if I’m not killed by an angry mob, I'll be leaving the 
South. We might never see each other again. I hope that 
someday we will, but until that day comes—if it ever 
does—we can’t let our feelings be more than they are right 
now,” 

Tana felt like crying that her feelings were already out 
of control—she was falling desperately in love with him. 
But she knew he didn’t want to hear anything like that. 

Elroy got up to leave. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

“To visit Jeremiah and Louella. Right now my life is 
very uncertain, and this might be my last chance to see 
them.” 

Tana watched as he walked away; then, getting to her 
feet, she opened the back door and hurried through the 
kitchen and down the hall to Chris’s office. Hoping to find 
him there, she knocked. 

Inside, Chris was sitting at his desk, taking care of pa- 
perwork. Somewhat annoyed at the interruption, he called 
testily, “Come in.” 

Tana’s visit surprised Chris. He kept his eyes on her as 
she moved to stand before his desk. Despite her low station 
in life, she stood as regally as a queen. Her dark eyes held 
his without flinching, and her expression was calm, though 
inside she was scared and uncertain. 
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Chris’s gaze raked her hungrily. Her long hair tumbled 
past her shoulders in a mass of shiny curls as black as 
ebony. His intense scrutiny traveled slowly over her breasts 
and down to her hips. A twisting soon began in his loins. 
In an effort to still his desire, he began to stack the papers 
on his desk. 

“What can I do for you, Tana?” he asked, appearing 
preoccupied with his papers. 

She swallowed nervously. “Masta Chris, | came here to 
plead for Elroy’s life.” 

He glanced up with surprise. “Plead for Elroy? Is there 
something going on between you two that I should know 
about?” 

“We aren’t lovers, if that’s what you mean. We’re only 
friends.” 

Forgetting the work on his desk, he leaned back in his 
chair and regarded her solemnly. “I don’t know if I can 
save Elroy. That boy has always been trouble. He knew 
better than to touch a white woman. If a mob shows up 
here demanding his life, there’s notling I can do about it.” 

“Yes, you can, Masta Chris!” she cried. “You have a 
lot of power in these parts.” 

His fingers drummed a fast rhythm on the desktop, as 
though keeping time with his rapid thoughts. “If I save 
Elroy, will you be grateful?” 

She thought she knew what he was implying, and she 
lifted her chin bravely. “Yes, Masta, I'll be grateful. If you 
save his life, I’ll come to your bed.” 

“That's not what I mean.” 

She was taken aback. 

“I've already told you that | want your loyalty as well 
as your passion. If I save Elroy, will | gain your loyalty?” 

“I... . I’m not sure,” she stammered, confused. 

Chris rose and moved to stand beside her. “I'll try to 
save him, Tana, but I can’t guarantee I'll be successful.” 
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“Thank you, Masta.” She paused uncertainly. “I don’t 
understand, Masta Chris.” 

He chuckled easily. “When it comes to you, Tana, I 
don’t understand myself.” 

His gaze suddenly turned amorous, which made her un- 
comfortable. “May I go?” she asked respectfully. 

He waved a hand toward the door. “I’m not keeping 
you here.” 

She left as quickly as she dared. 

Chris sat back down at his desk, a deep frown wrinkling 
his brow. He was mystified by his own behavior. Why did 
a mere slave girl hold such inexplicable power over him? 

His thoughts turned to Elroy. He didn’t doubt that a mob 
with lynching on its mind would storm Tall Oaks. He in- 
tended to keep his word to Tana and try to save Elroy; 
however, he seriously doubted he’d succeed. 


Louella and Jeremiah listened raptly as Elroy told them 
what had happened. The pair could hardly believe that El- 
roy had acted so recklessly. 

Louella went to the stove, picked up the coffee pot, and 
refilled everyone’s cup. Then, returning to her chair, she 
said gravely, “Lord, Elroy, this time you done got yourself 
in a heap of trouble.” 

Jeremiah said, “Damn it, boy! Why didn’t you stay the 
hell away from that woman?” 

Elroy shook his head hopelessly. “I did what I thought 
I had to do.” 

“T can’t understand why Miz Michelle didn’t stop you,” 
Louella said. “Why did she let something like this hap- 

Y ded 

“I guess she wasn’t thinking about the consequences. 
Like me, she was more concerned with saving the woman’s — 
life, and her child's.” 

Louella nodded. “I reckon’ I understand.” 
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“Well, I don’t!” Jeremiah thundered, leaping angrily to 
his feet, his eyes boring into Elroy’s. “Just when you was 
about to become a free man you go and do something like 
this! Don’t you realize that woman ain’t worth it? I thinks 

best make a run for it. Masta Sheldon’s a Yankee, and 
he ain’t gonna be able to save you.” His gaze darted to 
Louella. “Pack him some food. He’s got to run now!” 

“I'm not running,” Elroy said firmly. “Not that I didn’t 
consider it.” 

“Boy, is you crazy?” Jeremiah yelled. “If you stay here, 
you're gonna end up hanging by your neck!” 

“That's a chance I’m willing to take.” 

Jeremiah sank back into his chair; all the fight had 
drained out of him. 

“I haven't eaten,” Elroy told Louella. “Would you mind 
fixing me something?” 

“Will ham and eggs do?” 

“Yes, thank you.” 

She prepared his dinner, and despite his peril Elroy ate 
heartily. Pushing his empty plate aside, he said with a 
forced laugh, “You’re a wonderful cook, Louella. I can’t 
think of anyone better to prepare my last meal.” 

The words had barely left his mouth when the sound of 
horses filled the room. 

Jeremiah bounded from his chair, hurried to the window, 
and looked outside. From Louella’s cabin, he could see 
part of the lane that led up to the big house. His shoulders 
slumped with worry and he turned to Elroy. “Talkin’ *bout 
last meals, your executioners just arrived. They’s "bout a 
dozen of ’em, includin’ the sheriff. They’s on their way to 
the big house.” 

“God have mercy!” Louella cried. 

Elroy said nothing, but his face seemed to age before 
their very eyes. 


Thirteen 


Chris stood on the front porch with Brent and Michelle 
and watched as the riders neared the house. Lynnette and 
Charlene were poised in the open doorway. Behind them 
stood Tana and the butler. 

“Where's Elroy?” Chris asked Brent. 

“I don’t know.” 

Chris turned, caught Tana’s eye, and asked, “Do you 
know where he is?” 

“He’s at Louella’s.” 

“Go get him. I don’t want the sheriff and the others to 
think we're trying to hide him.” 

Tana did as she was told. 

Brent had misgivings, and he said to Chris, “It seems 
to me that Elroy should stay out of sight.” 

“Let me handle this, Brent.” 

“Why should I?” He didn’t completely trust Chris 
Copeland. 

“Because I’m going to try to save your slave.” 

“That's strange. I know you don’t approve of Elroy, and 
I'm sure you strongly oppose what he did.” 

“You're right on both counts. Nonetheless, I will do ev- 
erything in my power to save him from the rope.” Tana’s 
beautiful face flashed through his mind. 

Michelle placed a hand on Chris’s arm. “Thank you. — 
I’m very proud of you.” 

Chris smiled to himself. Saving Elroy would serve two 
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purposes: It would gain him Michelle’s loyalty, as well as 
Tana’s. 

The riders, arriving, drew in their mounts. Sheriff Foster 
rode in front, and the man at his side was the woman's 
husband, The young man’s face was hard, cruel, and filled 
with rage. 

“Evenin’, Mr. Copeland,” the sheriff drawled. 

Chris nodded curtly. “What can I do for you, Sheriff 
Foster?” 

The lawman had a mouthful of chewing tobacco, and 
he spat a yellow stream onto the ground. “We came here 
to get that black buck you call Elroy.” 

Chris eyed the sheriff calmly. “Do you have a warrant?” 

“Don’t need no warrant to lynch a Nigra.” 

“But you need a warrant to remove Miss Beauclair’s 
property from Tall Oaks.” Chris knew he couldn’t let these 
men know that Elroy now belonged to Brent. 

The angry husband spoke up. “To hell with a warrant! 
I demand you hand over that Nigra!” 

“Your name’s Donaldson, isn’t it?” 

He nodded his head. 

“Mr. Donaldson, I suggest you watch your manners. 
There are ladies present.” 

The young man found men like Copeland intimidating, 
and he swallowed back an angry retort. His tone then took 
on a note of pleading. “But, suh, you know what your 
Nigra done. I got a right to hang ’im.” 

Michelle could no longer remain silent. “Hang him?” 
she spat harshly. “If it hadn't been for Elroy, your wife 
and baby would be dead. I was there, and I know what 
happened, I also know he asked your wife’s permission 
before he dared to touch her! She asked him to deliver 
her baby.” 

“My wife was too besieged with pain to know what she 
was sayin’. But that’s beside the point. That Nigra 
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done . . . seen her . . . and ain’t no colored man who has 
seen my wife is gonna live to talk about it!” 

His comrades chorused their opinions, all unanimously 
agreeing that Elroy should hang. Their voices were loud 
and tinged with fury. 

Chris grew tense. If the men turned into a raging mob, 
he wouldn't be able to stop them from hanging Elroy. 

At that moment Tana and Elroy, having entered the 
house the back way, came through the front door and onto 
the porch. 

Despite Elroy’s pounding heart and roiling stomach, he 
faced his enemies bravely and with innate dignity, his pos- 
ture straight, his shoulders squared, his head held high. 

Donaldson stared at him with murder in his eyes. “I’m 
gonna kill you, but before I do I’m gonna skin you like 
a snake!” 

“Before you ruin Miss Beauclair’s property,” Chris be- 
gan, his voice calm, “I'd like you to take a closer look. 
Elroy’s a prime buck and is worth at least fifteen hundred 
dollars. Mr. Donaldson, if you kill him, you will owe Tall 
Oaks what he’s worth. Do you have fifteen hundred dol- 
lars?” 

“You know I ain’t got that kind of money.” 

Michelle smiled; Chris's ploy was splendid. “Mr. Don- 
aldson,” she said, “surely you don’t expect Tall Oaks to 
suffer a fifteen-hundred-dollar loss simply to appease 


“But that Nigra deserves to be punished!” 

“If you want him punished,” Chris said, “then I'll 
oblige. In the morning I'll order him lashed. However, I’ll 
not have him killed. He’s too valuable.” 

The sheriff looked at Donaldson, spat another stream of 
tobacco juice, and asked, “Will a whippin’ be enough to 
satisfy you? After all, Mr. Copeland has a point. That buck 
is worth a lot of money, and I can’t blame him for refusin’ 
to take such a loss.” Foster had decided to take Chris's 
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side, for planters made for wealthy allies. Dirt farmers like 
Donaldson could do nothing for his career, or his wallet. 

The other men, who were as poor as Donaldson, pre- 
ferred not to alienate Southern aristocrats. Powerful men 
like Chris Copeland controlled their lands, and they felt it 
would be unwise to cross them. Some of the men gathered 
spoke up and told Donaldson that they thought a whipping 
would be sufficient punishment. 

Losing his support, Donaldson gave in, albeit reluctantly. 
“All right, Mr. Copeland. I reckon a lashin’ will be good 
enough. I'll come back in the mornin’ and watch that Nigra, 
get what he deserves.” 

“1 don’t recall inviting you,” Chris remarked coldly. 

Donaldson was taken aback. “I got a right to watch!” 

“On this property you have no rights at all. I said I 
would punish Elroy. I didn’t say you could come back 
here.” 

“Then how am I gonna know that you really whipped 
*im?” 

The sheriff blurted out, “Donaldson, you fool!” 

The other men gasped with disbelief. 

Chris, smiling inwardly, took it from there, “Mr. Don- 
aldson, are you calling me a liar? How dare you question 
my honesty? I should demand satisfaction!” 

Michelle, understanding Chris’s maneuver, knew what to 
do next; grasping Copeland’s arm, she pretended to plead, 
“Chris, no! Don’t kill him! His wife and child need him! 
No dueling, please!” 

Fear shot through Donaldson. Everyone in the county 
knew Chris Copeland was a perfect shot, and he wasn’t 
about to face him on the field of honor. “Mr. Copeland,” 
he began apologetically, “I didn’t mean to offend you. I 
wasn’t callin’ you a liar, suh. If you say you'll whip Elroy, 
then your word is all I need.” Anxious now to leave, he 
spoke to the sheriff, “I’m satisfied that Mr. Copeland will 
avenge my wife's honor.” He quickly turned his horse 
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about, eager to get away from Tall Oaks before Chris chal- 
lenged him to a duel. 

The sheriff thanked Chris for his time and cooperation; 
then he and the others caught up to Donaldson, who was 
already halfway down the lane. 

Michelle smiled broadly. “Chris, your ploy was perfect.” 

He laughed heartily. “It certainly fooled Donaldson.” 

Elroy was too relieved to be amused, and so was Tana. 
Lynnette had found the whole situation annoying, and she 
went back into the house. As Charlene followed, she was 
imagining recounting the story to her friends back home. 
They would certainly find it interesting. 

Elroy looked at Chris and said sincerely, “Thank you, 
Master Copeland.” 

Chris eyed Elroy coldly. “I made a liar out of myself for 
you, boy. I'll be glad to see you leave. You’ve never been 

but trouble. You're damned lucky you belong to 
Mr. Sheldon. If you were mine, I'd sell you downriver.” 

Elroy masked his sudden anger, which was aimed mostly 
at himself.” For a moment he had actually believed Chris 
possessed a shred of decency and fairness. That he had 
left himself vulnerable to Chris’s rebuke was infuriating. 
Apparently, Copeland hadn’t save him because he cared 
about his life, but had intervened on Brent’s behalf. He 
had simply saved his friend’s investment. 

Wheeling about, Elroy started to leave for Louella’s 
cabin, but was detained by Chris’s voice. 

“Elroy! Aren’t you taking too much for granted?” 

“What do you mean, sir?” 

“Don’t you have a whipping coming?” 

Brent interrupted immediately. “Wait a minute! Damn 
it, Chris, 1 won't let you whip him!” 

Chris chuckled. “Cool down, Brent. I don’t plan to have 
him lashed. | was just reminding him of his place.” 

“I don’t need to be reminded,” Elroy said with dignity. 
“Master Copeland, I know exactly where | stand. You, and 
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men like you, see me as less than human. A horse, or your 
favorite hound, is shown more respect. Earlier, you said 
you're glad I’m leaving; well, sir, you can't be half as glad 
as | am.” He turned on his heel and left. 

Tana stood uncertainly for a moment, then went after 
him. 

A flicker of jealousy shone in Chris’s eyes as he 
watched her run to Elroy. 

“Chris,” Michelle began, “there was no reason for you 
to talk to Elroy like that.” 

“That boy has always been too uppity for his own 
good.” He looked at Brent. “Once you get him up North, 
you'd better make sure he stays there. If he comes back 
to Alabama, he’ll get himself killed, In these parts, freed 
Negroes are usually found dead, or back in chains.” 

“I’m sure Elroy is aware of that. But I do want to thank 
you for saving him. I don’t know why you did it, but I’m 
grateful nonetheless.” 

“Why did you save him, Chris?” Michelle asked. 

He thought of Tana; then, clearing her from his mind, 
he replied, “I knew it would please you, my dear. And I 
do care about the slaves at Tall Oaks. Even Elroy, who is 
no longer our property.” 


“Elroy, wait!” Tana called, hurrying to catch up with 
him. 

He stopped and waited. 

“What's wrong?” she asked, reaching him and looking 
up into his angry eyes. “Masta Chris saved you. How 
come you aren’t happy? Why do you look like you wanna 
kill someone?” 

His expression softened. “I don’t want to kill anyone. 
But I am angry—angry as hell!” 

Tana didn’t understand. “Are you angry at Masta 
Chris?” 
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“Yes, at him and the whole damned system! But things 
are going to change, and the next time I set foot on South- 
ern soil I’ll be a soldier with a rifle in my hands. That 
rifle’s going to make me equal to any white man who 
crosses my path.” 

“Elroy, don’t talk that way! It’s not like you to sound 
so violent. You're a kind, sensitive man!” 

“I’m a man who can take no more!” 

She was confused. “What do you mean? Surely you 
don’t think Masta Chris is gonna have you whipped.” 

“I wasn’t referring to physical punishment.” Elroy 
placed a hand over his heart. “In here, deep inside, I can 
take no more abuse! My God, a few minutes ago I had to 
stand on that porch and listen to Copeland and the others 
discuss me as though I were a dumb animal without 
thoughts or feelings. I just can’t take anymore!” He turned 
around abruptly and resumed his walk to Louella’s cabin. 

Tana stayed behind, but she wished he had asked her to 
accompany him. A trace of tears wet her eyes. She loved 
Elroy, but she didn’t fully understand him. He had been 
saved from a lynching and would soon be a free man. She 
thought he should not only be grateful but ecstatic as well. 
Instead, he was simmering with rage. 

Footsteps sounded behind her, and she whirled about. 

“Hello, Tana,” Chris said, approaching her. 

“Evenin’, Masta,” she replied. 

He stood before her and gazed down into her big eyes. 
The night was cloudless and moonlight illuminated her 
delicate features. His gaze focused on her sensual lips as 
he imagined himself kissing her into submission. He sud- 
denly thrust the image from his mind. She was a slave, 
damn it, and he shouldn’t be thinking about kissing her! 
Such thoughts were ridiculous. 

“I want to thank you for savin’ Elroy,” she said. She 
had seen desire in his eyes, and it made her uncomfortable; 
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however, for some reason, which she couldn’t begin to 
fathom, she no longer found Chris repulsive. 

“Did I win your loyalty?” he asked, watching her 
closely. 

“I’m not sure.” 

He raised a brow. “What do I have to do? Wasn’t saving 
Elroy enough?” 

“Please, Masta Chris!” she pleaded. “I don’t know what 
you expect from me.” 

“Yes, you do,” he replied. “I expect you to come to me 
of your own free will.” 

“We slaves have no free will!” she cried. “May I please 
leave? Miz Michelle will need my help gettin’ ready for 
bed.” 

He waved her past him. “Go to your mistress.” 

His eyes followed her graceful, beautifully contoured fig- 
ure as she hurried toward the house. He turned away his 
gaze, for his admiration had aroused his passion. Swearing 
inwardly, he cursed himself for letting a mere slave girl af- 
fect him so deeply. 


It was past midnight when a light rapping at Brent's 
door awakened him. He slipped on his robe, lit the bedside 
lamp, and crossed the room. Opening the door, he was 
surprised to find Charlene standing there. 

“May I come in?” she asked. 

“Of course,” he replied. “Is something wrong?” 

Entering, she said a little breathlessly, “Oh, Brent, I had 
a horrible nightmare! 1 woke up terribly frightened.” 

He closed the door, chuckled, and said, “Aren't you a 
little old to be frightened by a bad dream?” 

“Don’t make fun of me! I really am unnerved!” 

“Tell me about the dream,” he said, taking her arm and 
leading her to one of the two chairs facing the hearth and 
taking the other. 
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Charlene waited a moment, then began. “I dreamt that 
the men who came here for Elroy came back and set fire 
to the house. I was trapped in my bedroom and couldn’t get 
out. None of the windows in my room would open. As I 
was trying frantically to get one of them open, I could see 
the men down in the yard. They were looking up at me, 
laughing and chanting, ‘Burn, Yankee, burn!’ They kept say- 
ing it over and over again. Then, just as the flames were 
about to consume me, I woke up.” She reached out and 
grasped Brent's hand. “It was a mistake for Eugene and me 
to make this trip to the South! What if the war should start 
while we're still here? Will we be taken prisoner?” 

“None of us will be arrested; we're civilians. However, 
I do agree that the South is no place for Northerners. But 
we'll be leaving soon I doubt if the war will start before 
we go.” 

“Lord, I hope not!” she exclaimed. She got up from the 
chair and began to pace before Brent. Her robe and the 
gown beneath it were so sheer, the fabric merely shadowed 
her naked flesh. For a moment Brent’s masculine gaze ap- 
preciated the view, but that was as far as it went. His 
feelings for Charlene were not physical, despite her love- 
liness. 

He stood up, caught her arm, and halted her pacing. 
“There’s no reason to be frightened,” he told her. “You 
aren’t in any danger.” 

Gently but persuasively, he escorted her to the door, 
opened it, and said, “Go back to bed and get a good 
night’s sleep.” 

Brent was standing so close that Charlene easily slipped 
her arms about his neck. She had indeed experienced a 
nightmare that had sent her fleeing to Brent. Seduction 
had not been on her mind, but now that the horrible dream 
was behind her, wangling an invitation to Brent’s bed be- 
came all important. Before he could free himself from her 
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clinging hold she leaned against him, raised up, and kissed 
him on the lips. 

It was then that Michelle, who had gone to the kitchen 
for a glass of milk, reached the top of the stairs and started 
down the hall. The shock of seeing Charlene and Brent 
embracing was so great that the glass dropped from her 
hand. It hit the carpeted floor without breaking, but the 
milk splattered over her feet and legs, and she gasped. 

Brent had been about to free himself when he heard 
Michelle’s soft cry. Breaking Charlene’s embrace, he 
stepped into the hall. “Michelle,” he began quickly, “this 
isn’t what you think.” 

She spoke fiercely, her eyes shining with fury. “You 
cad! What kind of fool do you think I am? This isn’t the 
first time I’ve caught you two kissing! | suppose you're 
about to tell me that this time means nothing, just like the 
time before!” 

Charlene, smiling to herself, was quick to say coolly, 
“Brent’s right. Our kiss was just one between . . . old 
friends.” She headed for her bedroom, saying over her 
shoulder, “Good night. I’ll see you two in the morning.” 

The moment she closed her door, Brent turned to 
Michelle and grasped her shoulders. “Charlene came to 
my room because she had a bad dream. I was showing 
her out when she took it upon herself to kiss me.” 

Michelle flung his hands aside. “Please spare me your 
feeble excuses. A bad dream? That's so unbelievable, it’s 
almost ludicrous.” 

His hand shot out and, grasping her arm, he drew her 
into his room, where he closed the door before releasing 
her. 

Crossing her arms over her chest, she faced him furi- 
ously. 

“Michelle, I have told you the truth. Charlene is very 
manipulative, and she instigated that kiss. You’ll just have 
to believe me or else!” 
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“Or else what?” 

“Or else, what chance does our love have? If it can’t 
withstand a self-indulgent, calculating person like Char- 
lene, how can it possibly survive a war?” 

Michelle’s anger wavered. “Brent, considering what has 
happened, how can you expect me not to question your 
love? Twice I have found Charlene in your arms. Both 
times you acted as though | should simply dismiss it. I’m 
not sure I can trust you.” 

He moved closer to her. “Ask yourself this, Michelle: 
Why would I lie? I have no ulterior motive, as you well 
know.” 

She sighed heavily. “Oh, Brent, I guess you have no 
reason to lie to me. But I can’t help being jealous.” 

He smiled as his eyes traveled over the woman he loved. 
He found her beautiful beyond measure. Her blue dressing 
robe, though not as sheer as Charlene’s, adhered lightly to 
her full breasts, tied at the waist, and then hugged her 
womanly hips before draping gracefully to the floor. Her 
lustrous mane of auburn curls fell past her shoulders and 
halfway down her back. His gaze settled on her face, ad- 
miring her dark brown eyes, prominent cheekbones, and 
the shape of her mouth, 

Gently, he brought her into his arms, whispering, “I love 
you, Michelle.” 

Pushing her jealousy and doubts to the far recesses of 
her mind, she surrendered to his virile nearness. “I love 
you, too,” she murmured. She had a feeling she would 
always love him, regardless of what the future might bring. 

His lips claimed hers, and his kiss was demanding and 
urgent. Responding, she returned his ardor with a passion 
as strong as his. Their bodies pressed together tightly, and 
their nightclothes left little to the imagination. He could 
actually feel the womanly softness between her thighs, and 
she was aware of his hard arousal pushing against her. 

“Michelle, my love,” he groaned huskily, his desire 
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threatening to burn out of control. All at once, his mouth 
was again on hers, and her uninhibited response to his 
deep, searching kiss sent fire through every nerve in his 
body. 

This time, however, it was Michelle who came to her 
senses. As his lips left hers, she moved out of his embrace. 
“Oh, Brent!” she moaned tremulously. “What are we to 
do?” 

“Marry me, Michelle,” he said. 

“Wh . . . what?” she stammered. 

The words had spilled forth without forethought, but he 
saw no reason to withdraw them. He loved Michelle and 
she loved him! Why should they let an impending war 
stand between them? Their love was all that really mat- 
tered. 

“If we're man and wife,” he said, “then after the war 
we'll have to find a way to work everything out.” 

“Brent, do you realize what you're saying? If 1 married 
you and war erupted, I would be ostracized. I'd be all 
alone! How could I make it through a war without the 
help and support of my neighbors and friends? I couldn't 
even turn to you because you'd be somewhere fighting for 
the Union!” She shook her head. “I don’t know if I would 
be strong enough to survive something like that.” 

He agreed. “You're right. I don’t know what I was think- 
ing. I'm just so damned desperate!” 

Suddenly, her eyes sparkled. “Brent, [ have an idea.” 

“What's that?” 

“Let’s get married secretly. We can go to the next 
county, or the one after that. Someplace where no one has 
heard of the Beauclair name.” 

“That would be a long journey. We'd be gone at least 
two or three days. Where would you tell Lynnette and 
Chris you were going, and why?” 

Her shoulders sagged with defeat. “So much for that 
idea! We just can’t win, can we?” 
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He took her gently into his arms. “Someday you'll be 
my wife. If I have to move heaven and earth to marry 
you, I will.” 

She smiled faintly. “Move heaven and earth? | hardly 
think so. It won't be that simple. You'll have to move 
through a war and all it entails.” 

He kissed her tenderly. “Nevertheless, I'll find my way 
back to you.” 

“And I'll be waiting,” she whispered. 

They kissed again, then Brent took her to her room, told 
her he loved her, and bid her good night. 


Louella sat on her front porch with Jeremiah. Rarely did 
they stay up this late, but neither of them was ready for 
bed. The situation with Elroy had left them tired but too 
tense to sleep. 

They had been sitting outside for some time, and their 
tension had begun to ease. Stifling a yawn, Jeremiah said, 
“I'm gettin’ sleepy.” 

“Yeah, me, too,” Louella replied. “Since you're tired, | 
reckon you'll be goin’ to your own cabin.” 

He grinned. “I ain't that sleepy.” 

“I’m glad, ‘cause I sure could use your arms about me.” 

He stood, took her hand, and helped her to her feet. They 
were about to go inside when a moving shadow caught 
Louella’s eye. “Who's that?” she asked, a little alarmed. 

Jeremiah looked around. “I don’t see nobody.” 

She pointed down the lane that ran between the cabins. 
“I saw a man’s figure. He went behind that last cabin.” 

“You's probably just seein’ things.” 

“I know what I saw.” A look of fear touched her face. 
“It looked like Masta Yancey.” 

“Yancey?” he cried. “Now I know you is seein’ things. 
That man ain’t crazy ‘nough to come back here.” He 
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slipped an arm about Louella’s waist. “Come on, woman. 
Let’s go to bed.” 

She cast the overseer from her mind. Jeremiah was prob- 
ably right; she was most likely imagining things. Anxious 
now to make love with Jeremiah, she kissed him passion- 
ately, then led him into her cabin. 


Yancey, who had indeed been sneaking around, made 
his way to the woods, where he had left his horse tied. 
Rage was swirling inside him, and he cursed softly as he 
untied his mount and swung awkwardly into the saddle. 

He had come to Tall Oaks to kill Louella, never imag- 
ining that he would find her and Jeremiah awake at this 
late hour. He stewed for a moment longer, then decided 
his thwarted attempt might be to his advantage. Maybe 
fate was on his side. If he killed that Louella bitch now, 
Michelle Beauclair might grow suspicious, and he would 
certainly become her first suspect. 

He supposed he wouldn’t have made the trip out here 
if he hadn’t been drinking. Sober, he would have known 
it was still too soon to act. 

His mood much improved, Yancey coaxed his horse into 
a slow walk and made his way back to the road. As he 
headed toward town, a big grin was on his face, he’d still 
get his revenge—when the time was right. 


‘Fourteen 


Michelle’s mother had been a devout Methodist, and after 
she married Charles he had accompanied her to Sunday ser- 
vices. Therefore, Michelle had grown up attending church 
on the Sabbath. When she returned home from school she 
had resumed the weekly ritual with Lynnette and Chris. 

Today was Sunday, and after an early breakfast, every- 
one at Tall Oaks went to Montgomery and attended the 
services at the Methodist Church. The members of the con- 
gregation greeted Michelle, Lynnette, and Chris warmly; 
however, they were openly aloof to Charlene and Brent. 
War was near, and feelings were becoming antagonistic 
toward Northerners. Although Charlene resented the peo- 
ple’s coldness, Brent took it in stride. Nevertheless, he 
knew the South was quickly becoming enemy territory, and 
that he might have to cut his and Charlene’s visit short. 

When they returned to Tall Oaks, they found a buggy 
and a buckboard parked in front of the house. Two Negro 
men were sitting in the shade of the wagon, but they got 
respectfully to their feet the moment Michelle and the oth- 
ers arrived. 

Two young boys hurried from the stables to take the 
horse, and as Brent was helping the ladies alight, Chris 
approached the two men, and asked, “Who's your master?” 

The larger of the two replied, “We belong to Master 
Beauclair.” 
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“Beauclair?” Chris repeated, astonished. “You mean 
Louis Beauclair?” 

Yes, suh.” 

Michelle had heard the slave’s response, and she was 
also astounded. “Louis is here?” she exclaimed. She could 
hardly believe it. Why had her grandfather chosen to pay 
her a visit after all these years? 

Brent, looking on, was not surprised in the least. Ap- 
parently, his uncle’s suspicion was correct: Beauclair in- 
tended to hide the gold at Tall Oaks. Brent edged his way 
to the buckboard and nonchalantly glanced inside the 
wagon, but its contents were hidden by canvas. 

Everyone went into the house, where they found Louis 
and another man in the parlor. The butler had served them 
coffee and freshly baked biscuits dripping with butter and 
strawberry preserves. 

The gentlemen rose as Michelle and the others came 
into the room. This wasn’t the first time Louis had seen 
his granddaughter. He had caught sight of her in New Or- 
leans from time to time when she was there with her par- 
ents, but he hadn't seen her in years and was taken aback 
now to find that she was such a beautiful young woman. 
But then, he supposed he shouldn’t be surprised, for her 
mother had been extraordinarily lovely. Looking closer, he 
could see a resemblance to Charles, and for a moment his 
heart ached over the loss of his son. But the feeling passed 
quickly. 

“I can imagine how shocked you are,” Louis said to 
Michelle. 

She didn’t answer right away, for her full concentration 
was centered on the man himself. His likeness to Charles 
was strong. Michelle felt as though she was seeing an 
older version of her father. It brought a trace of tears to 
her eyes, for she had loved Charles dearly and still missed 
him terribly. 
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“Yes, | am shocked,” she finally replied. “Why are you 
here?” 

“Before I explain my visit I'd like you to meet your 
uncle.” He gestured toward the man at his side. “Michelle, 
this is Charles’s brother, Lazare.” 

“How do you do,” she said politely, noticing that Lazare 
also resembled her father, but not as strikingly as Louis. 

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” he replied. 

Michelle graciously made introductions before turning 
to her grandfather and asking, “What brings you to Tall 
Oaks?” 

Louis was ill at ease after learning that two Northerners 
were staying at Tall Oaks. He began to wonder if Michelle 
and Chris were loyal to the Confederacy. But, recalling the 
information he had received concerning Chris Copeland, 
he felt confident that he could be trusted. Before deciding 
to take Michelle and Chris into his confidence he had re- 
searched them thoroughly and had learned nothing to make 
him believe they were not trustworthy. Chris was a lieu- 
tenant in the militia and well respected by his fellow 
Southerners. And he had heard nothing unfavorable about 
Michelle. But, of course, he hadn’t expected to hear any- 
thing against her. After all, she was a young girl fresh out 
of school. 

“Well?” Michelle persisted, impatient with Louis’s si- 
lence. “Why are you here?” 

“May Lazare and I talk alone with you and Mr. 
Copeland?” 

She thought his request strange, but saw no reason to 
refuse it. She and Chris showed them into the office. Chris 
served brandy, and then the men settled into their chairs. 
Michelle, preferring to stand, remained poised beside the 
. desk. She regarded her relatives somewhat suspiciously. 

The men passed a few minutes discussing the threat of 
war and their coinciding views on politics. Louis, con- 
cerned about Brent and Charlene, asked Chris why they 
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were at Tall Oaks. He explained why they were visiting, 
and that they soon would be leaving. Louis was convinced 
now that the pair posed no threat. 

Finally, clearing his throat, Louis turned his attention to 
Michelle. Again, he was taken with her beauty. He admired 
her almond-shaped eyes and their rich chocolate color, 
which were accentuated by arched brows and long, dark 
lashes. Suddenly, realizing his stare was rude, he looked 
away and took a sip of brandy before once again meeting 
her gaze. 

“Michelle,” he began, “I have decided to confide in you 
and Mr. Copeland... .” 

“Call me Chris, please,” he interrupted. 

“Thank you. And I insist that you call me Louis.” He 
waved a hand toward his son. “And Lazare, of course.” 

“I’m honored,” Chris replied graciously. He meant it, 
for he admired Michelle’s grandfather. The man was not 
only powerful but rich as well. 

As Louis’s eyes flitted back and forth from Michelle to 
Chris, he began to explain. “I am here on a mission for 
the Confederacy. Some very prominent citizens in and 
around New Orleans have donated large sums of money 
to our beloved Cause. This currency has been replaced 
with gold. Once the war has started gold will carry much 
more weight than Confederate bills. As you know, I have 
a cane plantation in Cuba that is operated by two of my 
sons. Through them, munitions will be sent from England 
to Cuba, then transported to Mobile Bay. This gold will 
pay for weapons, which the South desperately needs. How- 
ever, it will take time for the transaction to be completed. 
In the meantime I need a safe place to hide the gold. 
Although I do trust our contributors, one or more of them 
might inadvertently reveal details of these negotiations. If 
the wrong people were to learn about it . . . well, not all 
Southerners are loyal to the Cause, and they might try to 
steal the gold for themselves, It’s imperative that it’s safely 
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hidden in a place where no one would ever think to look. 
It’s common knowledge that years ago I disowned Charles, 
so no one would consider looking for the gold at Tall 
Oaks.” 

Chris was delighted and more than willing to accom- 
modate Louis. 

Michelle, on the other hand, was not so eager. Her voice 
was biting as she said to Louis, “I can’t believe your gall! 
You disown my father, ignore me all my life, then out of 
the blue you come here and expect me to do your bid- 
ding!” 

“Michelle,” Chris said, hoping to calm her, “this is no 
time for old grievances. The Confederacy is more impor- 
tant than family squabbles.” 

“Squabbles?” she snapped. “That's an understatement!” 

Louis spoke in a rich timbre that seemed to demand 
complete attention. “I didn’t come here to make amends. 
My falling out with Charles is not the issue. The munitions 
this gold will purchase will fund the war and will save 
countless Confederate soldiers.” His gaze met Michelle's 
without wavering. “You must ask yourself which is more 
important—your feelings for me or the lives you can help 
save.” 

“Of course lives are more important. And if you want 
to hide the gold at Tall Oaks, that’s fine with me.” 

Louis said to Chris and Lazare, “If you don’t mind, I'd 
like a moment alone with my granddaughter.” 

Complying, they left the office, taking their brandy with 
them. 

Michelle moved to the chair behind the desk and sat 
down. Louis was seated across from her, and she eyed him 
defiantly. 

“My dear,” he began softly, “I understand your resent- 
ment. But you must realize there are two sides to every 
disagreement. When Charles married a woman who wasn’t 
Catholic he not only devastated his family but he went 
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against the Church. He knew the price he would pay before 
he married your mother. That a son of mine denounced 
his religion and joined the Methodist Church broke my 
heart. However, despite my personal pain, I did what any 
true Catholic father would have done—I disowned him!” 

“Yes, and you also disowned your granddaughter!” 

“J didn’t recognize you because I didn’t recognize 
Charles's marriage.” He spoke calmly, as though he were 
discussing something of no real value. 

“When my parents and I visited New Orleans,” Michelle 
began, “there were a few times when our paths crossed 
yours. I well remember how much it hurt Papa when you 
ignored him as though he wasn’t even there. But he wasn’t 
the only one who was hurt; I was hurt, too! Especially 
when I was very young. As I grew older, the hurt turned 
into indifference.” 

“Well, what’s done is done; and we can’t change the 
past. I did what I felt I had to do, and if I had it all to 
do over again, I wouldn’t change a thing. But our personal 
feelings have nothing to do with this mission. We are both 
loyal Southerners, and, for now, we must put our differ- 
ences behind us and work together to help the Confeder- 


acy. 

Michelle stared into his cool eyes. “I’m astounded that 
a man so unfeeling produced a son as kind and as sensitive 
as my father.” 

Louis shifted uneasily in his chair. He wasn’t used to 
being reproached, especially by a woman, but his conceit 
made him assume that Michelle had inherited her strong 
character from him. “I can tell you're a Beauclair. You 
have an inbred force and frankness about you that you 
probably inherited from me. I'll bet you're as tough- 
minded as I am.” 

“I hate to disillusion you,” she said bitterly, “but if you 
had known my mother, you would know that I’m very 
much like her. If I’m forceful, frank, and tough-minded, 
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_ then I inherited those traits from her. | am nothing like 
you. I would never disown my child!” 

He got up from his chair, went to the liquor cabinet, 
and refilled his glass. Stiffly, he turned around, faced 
Michelle, and said with no emotion, “Well, it’s quite ap- 
parent that you harbor very hard feelings.” He shrugged, 
as though it weren’t all that important. “Shall we ask Chris 
and Lazare to rejoin us? We need to discuss where to hide 
the gold. I think it should be buried. I brought along two 
slaves to dig the hole. We must make sure that none of 
your slaves know what is going on. Only you, Chris, Laz- 
are, and myself will know where the gold is buried.” 

“Your two slaves will know.” 

“Don’t worry about them. They won’t tell anyone.” 

She got to her feet and started for the door. “I'll let Chris 
and Lazare know they can come back.” She stepped into the 
hall and was surprised to find the pair waiting just outside 
the door. 

“Is my father ready?” Lazare asked. 

She waved a hand toward the open portal. “Go inside, 
please.” 

He did so, followed by Chris. Michelle waited a moment 
before joining them. First, she had to calm herself, for her 
grandfather’s appearance had her emotions in a turmoil. 
She drew a deep breath before going back into the office. 


When Louis and the others journeyed into the woods to 
bury their treasure their absence escaped Lynnette and 
Charlene, for both women were in their rooms resting. 
Brent, deciding to make Louis’s mission simple, also made 
an excuse to go to his room. He watched them go from 
his window. The two slaves who had accompanied Louis 
carried a covered container that Brent was sure held the 
gold. Tall Oaks’s two hounds trailed behind. Brent briefly 
considered following Michelle and the others to discover 
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the gold’s location. But he dismissed the notion; the 
hounds would give him away. 

Brent saw them return about an hour later. Louis and 
his son went to their carriage, and the two slaves climbed 
into the buckboard. Brent continued to look on as Michelle 
and Chris spoke with Louis and Lazare. 

Their farewell was brief; laying the reins against his 
matched pair of white geldings, Louis waved tersely and 
started down the lane. The buckboard followed close be- 
hind. 

Louis was dreading the trip back to New Orleans; he 
didn’t like traveling the rural roads that lay between Ala- 
bama and Louisiana. Most inns along the way were crude, 
and not as clean as he would like. However, he wasn’t too 
worried about his safety, for he had six slaves waiting up 
the road. These slaves were well armed and knew how to 
use their weapons. He had left them in Jacques Beauclair’s 
care. Jacques was his third-born, and operated their Lou- 
isiana plantation. Louis had good reason for leaving the 
six slaves behind, for he didn’t want them to know that 
he had gone to Tall Oaks, or that he had buried something 
on his granddaughter’s property. The gold’s hiding place 
must be closely guarded. That the two slaves with him 
were part of the secret mission didn’t bother him; for he 
knew they wouldn’t be telling anyone. 

They had been traveling for about thirty minutes when 
they came upon the area where Jacques and his men were 
waiting. The country road was bordered on both sides by 
dense shrubbery. Louis had already decided that this was 
the ideal location in which to forever silence the two slaves 
who had accompanied him to Tall Oaks. 

Louis brought his carriage to a stop. In unison, he and 
Lazare stepped down to the ground, walked back to the 
buckboard, drew their pistols, and shot the two men who 
had buried the Confederacy’s treasure. Their aims had been 
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and their victims keeled over dead, each with a 
bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. 

Louis and Lazare felt no remorse. Because they placed 
little value on a Negro’s life, killing two slaves for the 
sake of their beloved Cause didn’t seem like much of a 
sacrifice. 

Louis turned to the six slaves who had watched their 
comrades fall. The men were not especially shocked; this 
was not the first time they had witnessed Beauclair’s sav- 
agery. Though they were terribly angry, a lifetime of ser- 
vitude demanded that they not reveal their true feelings. 
They controlled their anger and stood by submissively. 
They were armed and a revolt was possible, though the 
idea never even entered their heads. Fear of their white 
masters was too deeply embedded. 

Louis eyed the six men for some time before saying, 
“Killing Joe and Daniel was necessary. But there’s no rea- 
son for you men to be afraid. Your lives are not in danger. 
There are shovels in the back of the wagon. I want you 
to get them, go into the woods, and dig two graves. Leave 
your weapons here.” 

As the men obeyed, Louis looked at Lazare and said, 
“You'd better go with them. They might take it into their 
heads to run.” 

Jacques moved to his father. “I assume everything went 
well?” 

Louis smiled broadly. “Yes. The gold is safely buried.” 

“Are you sure we can trust Copeland and Michelle?” 

“They are both loyal Southerners. I’m sure they won't 
say anything.” He slapped his son on the back. “Jacques, | 
honestly believe that gold couldn’t be safer if it was on the 
moon! No thieves or Yankees will get their hands on it!” 


Michelle was a little surprised when Brent suddenly an- 
nounced he was going to Montgomery to see his uncle. 
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His spur-of-the-moment decision was disappointing, for 
she had hoped they might pack a lunch, go horseback rid- 
ing, and have a picnic. Keeping her thwarted plans to her- 
self, she simply asked him when he planned to return. He 
assured her he'd be back before dark. 

When Chris learned that Brent was riding to Montgomery 
he offered to accompany him. He preferred a few hours in 
the city over spending a long Sunday afternoon at Tall Oaks. 

Brent wasn’t concerned about Chris’s presence; he didn’t 
foresee any problem finding an opportunity to talk alone 
with his uncle. 

The pair left Tall Oaks on horseback. As they galloped 
down the dusty road, Chris’s thoughts were on Louis Beau- 
clair. He was hopeful that Michelle and her grandfather 
would mend their differences, for Louis was a very pow- 
erful man. As Michelle’s husband, Chris could claim per- 
sonal ties to Louis, which would make him even more 
prominent and respected. Climbing to the very top of the 
proverbial social ladder was important to Chris. 

Louis Beauclair was also on Brent’s mind. He had hoped 
the man wouldn’t decide to hide the Confederate’s gold at 
Tall Oaks. He was somewhat reluctant to tell his uncle, 
for he was worried that grief might ultimately befall 
Michelle. However, he knew it was vitally important for 
the Union to confiscate the gold, which would only be 
used to fight the coming war. 

When they reached town Chris decided to stop at his 
favorite hotel and have a drink at the bar. He told Brent 
he would join him later, for he was casually acquainted 
with the family Stephens was visiting. 

Brent’s uncle was glad to see him; he knew his unex- 
pected visit could mean only one thing. He introduced his 
nephew to his host and hostess, then asked them if he 
might speak in private with his relative. Complying, they 
left the two alone in the parlor. Sheldon accepted a brandy, 
and over his drink he told Stephens about Beauclair’s sud- 
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den arrival. He had just finished explaining about the se- 
cret sojourn into the woods when a rapping sounded at 
the front door. A moment later, the butler showed Chris 
into the parlor. The man’s face was clearly worried, and 
Brent knew at once that something was wrong. 

“I just learned that four slaves are on the run,” Copeland 
began, his words racing with excitement. “They belonged 
to a farmer whose land is fairly close to Tall Oaks. These 
slaves killed their master, his wife, and their two children. 
The household cook rode to town and told the sheriff. He 
came to the bar looking for men to make up a posse. 
Brent, I think we'd better get back to Tall Oaks. Those 
murderers are too close to home for comfort.” 


Mandy rarely trekked through the woods and down to the 
river, but today she had decided a walk might help improve 
her bad mood. Sometimes a leisurely stroll had that effect. 
Her foul disposition was nothing new; she had felt this way 
since Michelle had banished her from the big house. Living 
among the field hands, and cooking for them, was not only 
degrading to Mandy, it was intolerable. She thought herself 
superior to these people, and hated being reduced to what 
she considered their low station. 

Mandy held Michelle responsible for her misfortune and 
harbored violent feelings toward her young mistress. She 
would get rid of her if she only knew how! 

She was nearing the dock when a rustling in the bor- 
dering bushes caused her steps to hesitate. She cocked an 
ear, wondering if a rabbit or raccoon was squirming 
through the shrubbery. She saw no alarm and 
was about to continue onward when, all at once, a large 
black male darted out of the foliage. Three more men fol- 
lowed close behind him. 

“Who do ya’ll belong to, and why is you on Tall Oaks’s 
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property?” Mandy asked. Their expressions weren’t threat- 
ening, and she felt no fear. 

“Woman,” the first man began, “we is on the run. But 
we gotta have some food. Will you help us?” Although he 
and the men with him were the murderers Chris had heard 
about, they were no danger to Mandy. They wished this 
colored woman no harm and did not plan to hurt her. They 
did, however, need her assistance. After killing their master 
and his family they had fled the farm so hastily that they 
had forgotten to pack food. 

“How come ya'll is runnin’?” Mandy asked. 

“We longs to be free.” 

“The slave patrolers will catch you sure as I's a-standin’ 
here. You boys best go home ’fore you gets in more 
trouble.” 

“Woman, don’t sass us! Just get us some food!” 

Her gaze moved quickly over the four men. They were 
all young, strong, and perfect specimens. If she were 
younger, she'd be tempted to run with them and enjoy a 
different one every night. She dismissed the thought re- 
gretfully. She was too far past her prime for such sexual 
adventures. 

“T’s get you some food,” she said. “But if you get 
caught, don’t you tell no one who gave it to you.” 

The large man darted back into the bushes, then re- 
turned with a rifle and a pistol that he had stolen from 
his dead master. “Anybody who tries to catch us will get 
shot. We ain’t plannin’ to surrender. Don’t you worry none, 
woman. Ain’t nobody gonna know you helped us.” 

She eyed the weapons a bit apprehensively. These men 
undoubtedly meant business. She shrugged her misgivings 
aside; it was their lives in danger, not hers. 

“Wait here,” she told them. “I'll pack ya’ll some food 
and be back in no time.” ' 

Turning, she started back toward her cabin. Since she 
cooked for the field hands, there was plenty of extra food 
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in her pantry. She reached the slave quarters and was near- 
ing her home when she spotted Michelle and Tana walking 
toward the woods, the two hounds trailing at their heels. 
She came close to calling out to the women, but caught 
herself in the nick of time. Why should she warn them 
not to go any farther? The escaped slaves were surely a 
blessing in disguise, for they carried guns and would cer- 
tainly not hesitate to shoot. Michelle was certain to come 
upon them, for the dogs would pick up their scents and 
chase them into the open. That Tana would probably be 
killed too was merely the icing on Mandy’s cake. She 
didn’t like the girl, for she envied her youth and beauty. 

With a large smile on her face, she went inside her 
cabin. She didn’t prepare food for the fleeing slaves, for 
she wasn’t about to go back into the woods. Killing a 
white woman would no doubt make the men very scared, 
and they might decide to silence all witnesses. Further- 
more, after committing murder they would certainly decide 
to leave Tall Oaks without a minute's delay. 

Mandy stepped to her rocking chair, sat down, and gen- 
tly moved it back and forth. She folded her hands in her 
lap and clasped them together tightly. If all went well she 
would soon be reinstated into the big house, and Miz 
Michelle would join her kin in the family cemetery. 


Fifteen 


Tana’s behavior was typically reticent as she and Michelle 
moved farther into the wooded area that lay behind the slave 
quarters. Although Michelle was used to the girl's quiet 
manner, it nonetheless worried her. She wanted them to be 
more than mistress and servant; she hoped they could also 
be friends. That had been her reason for asking Tana to pick 
berries with her. Surely if she spent more time with the girl, 
she would eventually learn to trust her. Michelle still sus- 
pected that something traumatic had happened to Tana when 
she lived with the Mitchells, and she decided to mention 
that time in Tana’s life. 

“Were you happy living with the Mitchells?” she asked. 

The question, coming so unexpectedly, took Tana un- 
awares. “Yes, ma’am, I guess I was happy.” 

Both women were carrying baskets. Switching hers to 
her other hand, Michelle brushed aside a bush that had 
grown onto the narrow path. She held the prickly branches 
aside for Tana. Then, as they continued on their way, she 
said, “I hope you don’t think I’m being nosy, because I’m 
not. But I do think something unpleasant happened to you 
at the Mitchells, and that’s why you're afraid to trust me. 
I also think it was your mistress who mistreated you . . . 
or perhaps betrayed would be a better word.” 

Tana’s steps hesitated. Was Michelle truly so perceptive, 
or had she questioned Elroy? “Have you been talkin’ to 
Elroy about me?” 
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“No, I haven't. I didn’t even know that you knew Elroy 
well enough to confide in him.” 

The two hounds that had loped ahead suddenly started 
barking. Michelle supposed they had treed a raccoon and, 
intending to order the dogs to return home, she stepped 
off the well-beaten trail and ventured into the thick foliage, 
Tana close behind her. 

The barking was coming from a small clearing up 
ahead. Michelle called to the dogs as she and Tana made 
their way through the undergrowth. The heavy vegetation 
soon thinned out, and the women could now see why the 
hounds were so agitated; the threatening sight sent a jolt 
of fear through them both. For a moment, no longer than 
a breath, Michelle stood as though paralyzed as she stared 
at the three Negro men who were trying vainly to silence 
the dogs. Then, coming to her senses, she grabbed Tana’s 
hand, intending to hurry back through the shrubbery to the 
house. However, just as they turned about, a large black 
man, seemingly coming out of nowhere, stepped in their 
path and blocked their escape. He held a rifle and had a 
pistol tucked in his waistband. 

“Who are you?” Michelle managed to ask, despite her 
terror. 

He didn’t answer, but instead shoved Michelle and then 
Tana toward the clearing. 

The prod had been forceful, causing the women to al- 
most lose their balance as they stumbled forward. 

“Call off them dogs,” the big man ordered. 

Michelle silenced the hounds. Reprimanded, they stuck 
their tails between their legs and trotted off into the woods. 
Unlike Yancey’s bloodhounds, these dogs had barks much 
worse than their bites. 

The man and his comrades were afraid that this white 
woman's discovery would ruin any chance they had of es- 
caping from Alabama and to the North. The other three 
looked at the fourth one for guidance and reassurance. He 
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was not only their leader but also carried the weapons. 
The man had no qualms about killing Michelle. He was, 
however, reluctant to kill Tana. He only hated people who 
were white. Nevertheless, if it came to a successful escape 
over Tana’s life, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. 

“You wanna come with us?” he asked Tana. “We're run- 
nin’ to the North.” He hoped she would agree. Just imag- 
ining coupling with a woman so lovely stirred his loins. 

“I’m not runnin’ with you,” Tana said firmly. “Why 
don’t you let us go? We can’t do you or the others any 
harm.” 

He was bitterly disappointed in Tana’s response and, as 
his lust turned into anger, he cast Michelle a murderous 
glare before his gaze returned to Tana. “I ain’t gonna let 
that white bitch go free. She'll run back to the house and 
tell her man what happened. Then we'll have him and his 
bloodhounds on our trail.” 

“There’s no man or bloodhounds at the house,” Tana 
said. 

“Don’t lie to me, girl! Every plantation’s got men and 
bloodhounds! Now, I’m gonna give you one last chance 
to live. Are you comin’ with me, or are you gonna die 
along with your mistress?” 

“I already told you; I’m not leaving!” 

“You stupid wench! You just dug your own grave.” 

Although Michelle had listened to their exchange, her 
senses had remained alert, and she had noticed that the 
man held his rifle carelessly. Very few slaves actually knew 
how to use firearms, and she had a feeling that this man 
had little experience—if any at all. She knew she and Tana 
didn’t really have much of a chance, but she wasn’t about 
to die without a struggle. She would not stand by submis- 
sively and let this man shoot her. 

“Hurry up, Ned!” one of the men called. “Kill ’em and 
get it over with. We gotta get out of here!” 

Ned, agreeing, raised the rifle to waist level. Michelle's 
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suspicions had been right: He had never fired a weapon. 
He knew it was loaded; his master had always kept his 
rifle ready to use. As his thumb moved clumsily to cock 
the weapon, he lowered his eyes to make sure he was do- 
ing it correctly. 

{t was at that moment that Michelle dropped her basket 
and lurched for the gun. She threw herself against him 
with all the force she could muster. He was thrown off 
balance, which made it much easier for her to grab the 
barrel of the rifle. 

But his strength was far superior to her own, and she 
was quickly losing the battle. With one final jerk he took 
back possession of the gun. But his finger accidentally hit 
against the trigger, and the rifle discharged. The sound car- 
ried as loudly as a thunderclap. 

The explosion took the man by surprise and, using his 
confusion to her advantage, Michelle tried again to wrest 
the weapon from his hands. Her effort was hopeless; free- 
ing an arm, he used it to sling her roughly to the ground. 
Then, aiming the rifle at her chest, he was a second away 
from pulling the trigger when a shot came from the 
bushes. As the bullet slammed into the man’s collarbone, 
the rifle fell from his hands, and he staggered before drop- 
ping to the ground. 

As Brent and Chris stepped into the clearing, the other 
three men lifted their hands over their heads in surrender. 

Brent hurried to Michelle and helped her to her feet. 
“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“Yes . . . yes, I think so,” she murmured, her voice a 
little shaky. “How did you and Chris find us?” 

He told her that they had left Montgomery early because 
of the escaped slaves. “We were on our way to the house,” 
he continued, “when we heard the gunshot. We left our 
horses behind and sneaked in on foot. Thank God we ar- 
rived in time. If we had gotten here a moment later, you 
would be . . .” He couldn’t bring himself to continue. 
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She nodded toward Ned, who was lying on the ground, 
facedown. “Did you shoot him?” 

“Yes, 1 did,” he answered. 

“That's twice you have saved my life.” 

He slipped an arm about her shoulders and drew her 
close to his side. “You are my life,” he whispered. 

Chris, finding the other men unarmed, lowered his rifle. 
“Tana,” he said, “I want you to find Jeremiah and Big 
Luke and bring them here. I'll have them put these men 
under guard until I can get word to the sheriff.” 

“Yes, sir,” she replied. She turned about to leave just 
as Ned rolled over onto his back. Suddenly, remembering 
the pistol in Ned’s waistband, she ran to Chris and yelled, 
“Watch out! He has a gun!” 

Simultaneously, Ned drew the pistol, aimed it at Chris, 
and pulled the trigger, just as Tana ran into the line of 
fire. She was hit in the shoulder, and as she dropped to 
her knees, Chris leveled his rifle on Ned and killed him. 

It all happened so fast that everyone was stunned. Then, 
Chris knelt beside Tana, who was now lying on the ground. 
Michelle soon joined him, but Brent kept his eyes on the 
remaining three slaves. 

Gently, Chris slipped a hand under her neck and ele- 
vated her head. “Tana,” he said tenderly, “you saved my 
life.” 

“We must get her to the house,” Michelle said. 

“I'll carry her,” Chris said. He looked up at Brent. “Can 
you manage alone? I'll send Jeremiah and Big Luke to 
help you.” 

“Of course I can manage. Just hurry up and get Tana 
out of here.” 

Chris carefully lifted Tana into his arms. She was losing 
a lot of blood; in no time her dress was soaking wet. He 
gazed down into her face to try to reassure her, but she 
had passed out. Love overpowered him, but it was so fleet- 
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ing that it failed to register completely. That he could love 
a slave girl went beyond his comprehension. 


Michelle sent for Louella and Elroy, and together they 
tended to Tana. Fortunately, the bullet had gone through 
her shoulder without causing serious damage. She had lost 
a lot of blood and was in considerable pain. But if infec- 
tion didn’t set in, she would make a complete recovery. 

While Tana was being taken care of, Brent sat in the 
office with Chris. As he sipped his brandy, Brent watched 
his companion closely. Chris’s concern for Tana was evi- 
dent, which wasn’t surprising; after all, the girl had saved 
his life. But it seemed to Brent that Chris’s concern went 
beyond that. It was almost as though he was worried about 
the woman he loved. That, to Brent, was extraordinary. 
Nevertheless, he was quite certain that Chris’s feelings for 
Tana ran deeply. He wondered if Chris was aware of how 
much he cared. A thoughtful smile touched his lips. If he 
was to bet on it, hed bet Chris was in love without even 
knowing it. 

The door opened and Michelle came inside. 

“How’s Tana?” Chris asked at once. 

“Louella and Elroy think she’ll be fine, though they are 
worried about infection.” 

Chris was seated at his desk, but he suddenly shot out 
of his chair. “Maybe I should ride to Montgomery and get 
Dr. Wilkes.” 

“Chris, you know he refuses to tend to slaves.” 

He sighed heavily. “Yes, you’re right. I guess I forgot 
for a moment.” 

“I’m sure she'll be fine.” 

“May I see her?” 

“I don’t see any reason why not. She’s in the bedroom 
next to mine. You're probably about to object to Tana re- 
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ceiving such treatment, but she deserves a room to her- 
self.” 

“I have no objections,” Chris told her as he left the 
office. He fled up the stairs and down the hall to the bed- 
room. 

The door was open and he went inside. Louella and 
Elroy were sitting beside Tana’s bed. 

“Is she awake?” he asked Louella. 

“Yes, suh,” she said, getting to her feet. Elroy also 
stood. 

“I'd like to talk to her alone.” 

They left the room to go to the kitchen for coffee. 

Chris sat in the chair Louella had vacated and gently took 
Tana’s hand into his. Loss of blood had made her complex- 
ion much paler than normal, and her face was drawn with 
pain. Nevertheless, she was incredibly beautiful. 

“I owe you my life,” Chris said softly. 

She didn’t say anything, but the very beginning of a 
smile caressed her lips. 

“Why did you risk your life to save mine?” 

“I’m not sure,” she replied, so softly that he had to 
strain to hear, 

“You could have warned me without putting yourself in 
the line of fire.” 

She seemed uncomfortable. “I don’t really remember 
running to you. It all happened so quickly. I never had 
time to think.” 

He smiled disarmingly. “Maybe I mean more to you 
than you realize.” 

Did he? She wasn’t sure. But she was too weak and in 
too much pain to attempt to analyze her feelings. “I only 
know I didn’t want you to die,” she murmured. 

As Chris leaned over the bed and placed a soft kiss on 
her forehead, Lynnette stepped into the room. “Chris!” she 
said sharply. “I need to see you in my quarters. Now!” 
She wheeled about and left at once. 
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“I'll see you later,” Chris told Tana. “Try and get some 
sleep.” Leaving, he moved down the hall to his sister’s 
room. She had left the door standing open, and he went 
inside and closed it behind him. 

Poised in the middle of her room, her hands on her hips, 
Lynnette regarded Chris with fire in her eyes. “My Lord! 
Have you taken leave of your senses?” 

“Why are you so riled?” 

“Riled?” she repeated, her tone screeching. “I’m more 
than simply riled! I am aghast, to say the least! How could 
you kiss that slave girl? Heavens above! You'd think she 
was white!” 

“Well, she did save my life.” 

“Then reward her with a new dress or a trinket!” 

“Lynnette, will you please calm down? You're acting as 
though Tana is somehow a personal threat to you.” 

“She is! She’s a threat to both of us if Michelle suspects 
you're trying to lure Tana to your bed! She won’t tolerate 
that kind of behavior, and you'll ruin any chance you have 
of marrying her.” 

“Owning Tall Oaks means everything to me. I won’t do 
anything to jeopardize that.” 

“Then stay away from Tana. If you want a woman, go 
to Montgomery and visit one of those houses!” 

“I make my own decisions and I’m perfectly capable of 
running my life. 1 don’t need you to tell me what to do.” 

“You fool!” she cried. “That slave girl has you be- 
witched! Heed my warning, Chris; leave her be. If you 
don’t, she’ll destroy you.” 

“That's ridiculous! My God, she’s only a wench, like 
any other wench.” 

He turned, about to leave, but Lynnette’s next words 
caused him to hesitate. 

“She isn’t like any other wench. You’re infatuated with 
her! She means more to you than Michelle, doesn’t she?” 

He continued to the door, opened it, looked back at Lyn- 
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nette, and said, “A gentleman does not compare a slave 
girl to a white lady, nor does he compare his bed wench 
to his wife. For God's sake, Lynnette, you aren't that na- 
ive!” He left, shutting the door soundly behind him. 


Michelle and Brent had left the office to sit outside. 
They shared the porch swing, and the night’s breeze was 
refreshing as they enjoyed the springlike weather. 

Brent, his mind on Louis, asked, “How did it feel to 
see your grandfather?” 

“Frankly, I don’t like him,” she replied. 

He arched a brow. “Why not?” 

“He’s cold and insensitive.” 

“Do you feel the same way about your uncle?” 

She shrugged. “I got the impression that he was a rep- 
lica of his father.” 

“Had you ever seen Lazare before?” 

“I think I saw him when I was real young, but I can’t 
be sure. Papa had five brothers. Maybe it was Lazare | 
saw, or one of his brothers.” 

“Apparently your father wasn’t anything like Louis.” 

“No, he wasn’t. I suppose he took after his mother.” 

“Have you ever met her?” 

“She died giving birth to my father.” 

“Then he was the youngest?” 

“Yes, and he was also a half-brother. My grandmother 
was Louis’s second wife.” 

“That probably explains why your father was different 
from the others.” 

“Yes, | suppose.” 

“Louis speaks with a Southern accent. I take it he 
wasn't born in France?” 

“His parents came to New Orleans from Paris.” 

Brent watched her closely. “Why did Louis decide to 
come see you?” The question seemed to escape his lips 
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with a will of its own. He wished he could retract it, for 
he knew the reason behind Louis’s visit. He suddenly felt 
like a spy. 

She was evidently uncomfortable with the question. 
Glancing down at her lap, she murmured, “I'd rather not 
talk about his visit.” 

He slipped an arm about her shoulders and drew her 
close. He decided to turn the conversation away from 
Louis. “While you were helping with Tana,” he began, 
“the sheriff arrived. He and his posse took away the run- 
away slaves. The poor bastards probably didn’t live to 
reach the jail. I’m sure they were hanged between here 
and town.” 

“I don’t condone lynching. It’s terribly wrong.” She 
shivered in spite of the warm night. “But those men were 
murderers. They killed their owner, his wife, and their two 
children. And if you and Chris hadn’t arrived, they would 
have killed Tana and me.” 

“I wonder what drove them to such violence.” 

“I don’t suppose we will ever know.” 

He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “By the way, I’m 
very proud of you.” 

“Me? Why?” 

“I saw the way you fought for your life.” He grinned 
wryly. “You're a brave little Rebel, aren't you?” 

“Ive never considered myself especially brave. Hard- 
headed is more like it. I’m too stubborn to go down with- 
out a fight.” 

The front door opened and Chris came outside. He sat 
in a chair and lit a cheroot. “Nice night, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, it is,” Michelle said. 

The three had been talking for several minutes when the 
sound of an arriving carriage drew their attention. The visi- 
tor had almost reached the house before they could see 
who it was in the darkness: Brent’s uncle. 
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Chris, getting to his feet, asked Sheldon, “Were you 
expecting John?” 

“No I wasn’t,” he said. He stood and took Michelle's 
hand, and together they moved to greet John Stephens. 

Bringing the carriage to a stop, John leapt down to the 
ground and hurried up the steps. His excitement was ap- 
parent. “My God, do I have news!” he exclaimed. “The 
word just now reached Montgomery, so I know you haven’t 
heard about it!” 

“What news?” Chris asked. 

“Fort Sumter was attacked! The federal garrison surren- 
dered to Confederate officers. You know what this means— 
war!” 

Chris wasn’t surprised and, although he had hoped war 
could be avoided, he had known it wasn’t likely. He was 
totally loyal to the Confederacy, and now that the conflict 
had begun, he was willing to do his part. Tall Oaks could 
manage fine without him, for the war wouldn’t last very 
long. 

“Come inside, John,” Chris said. “This calls for 
brandy.” He looked at Brent. “Although you'll be fighting 
on the other side, you're more than welcome to have a 
drink with us.” 

“Thank you, but I’ll decline. I need to talk to Michelle.” 

Chris understood. “Yes, I suppose you do.” 

Stephens reached out and grasped Brent’s arm. “You 
must leave here as quickly as possible. The South’s no 
place for a Northerner.” 

“I know,” he replied. He sounded resigned. 

Chris and John went into the house, and Brent turned 
to Michelle. She was watching him, tears in her eyes. 

“When are you leaving?” she asked. 

“Tomorrow.” 

“So soon?” she cried. 

“] think I should.” 

She wiped away her tears, but the gesture was futile, 
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for more tears returned. “Oh Brent, I’m going to miss you 
so much!” 

He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly. “I'll 
write to you,” he said. “Then, when this war is finally 
behind us, we'll find a way to be together.” 

She clung to him desperately. Tomorrow! They only had 
a few hours left! “I love you, Brent,” she whispered before 
lifting her lips to his. 

As he kissed her, sealing his commitment, he tried not 
to think about the days, weeks, and months that lay ahead. 
He didn’t know how long the war would last, but he was 
afraid it might drag into years. That he and Michelle could 
be separated for so long was almost more than he could 
endure. 

Michelle's heart ached as she responded passionately to 
Brent's kiss. Their separation was also on her mind, and 
she could hardly bear to think of it. She wished they were 
married. Although he would still leave her, she would at 
least have experienced love in its entirety. She suddenly 
felt very unfulfilled and longed to know the complete ec- 
stasy she knew she could only find with Brent. 

The decision came to her all at once, but despite its 
rush, she wasn’t about to give it more thought. Her mind 
was made up. Pushing gently out of Brent’s embrace, she 
gazed up into his eyes and said, “It’s late. I think I'll retire. 
Why don’t you join Chris and your uncle for a drink? I’m 
sure you plan to leave early in the morning, so don’t stay 
up too late.” 

She moved to leave, for she was anxious to put her plan 
into motion, but Brent detained her. “Michelle, is some- 
thing wrong?” 

“No, of course not. Why do you ask?” 

“I feel as if I’ve just been brushed aside.” 

She stood on tiptoe, kissed him aggressively, and then 
said with a smile, “You're wrong. I would never brush you 
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aside.” A bright twinkle came to her eyes. “Brent, do you 
like surprises?” 

“Well, that all depends.” 

She headed for the door, saying over her shoulder, “I 
think I'll withdraw that question for now. But don’t worry; 
I'll ask it again.” 

She went inside, leaving Brent totally baffled. Worry? 
He wasn’t worried; he was, however, at a complete loss. 

Michelle hurried to the kitchen, found Addie, and told 
her that she wanted to bathe before going to bed. While 
she waited in her room for the servants to fill the tub, she 
took out her prettiest nightgown from the wardrobe. 

She carefully placed the sheer garment on the bed, then 
moved to her vanity, sat down, and looked into the mirror. 
A radiant smile crossed her lips and she felt delightfully 
wicked. 

“I intend to seduce the man I love,” she said to her 
reflection. “I should be ashamed of myself, but I’m not. 
Tonight I shall know what it’s like to be a woman in every 
sense of the word.” She sighed. “Brent’s woman . . . for 
now and always.” 


Sixteen 


Brent showed his uncle to the door and stepped out onto 
the porch with him so they could talk alone. John, anxious 
to return to Montgomery, had stayed for only one drink. 

“Brent,” he said very seriously, “I hope you realize you 
must leave here without delay.” 

“Yes, I know. I intend to leave in the morning.” 

“In that case, I'll travel to New Orleans with you. What 
time do you plan to leave?” 

“Early.” 

“Then I'll be here at sunrise.” 

“Miss Richardson will be traveling with us.” 

“That’s fine. Does she have a carriage?” 

“No. She'll have to ride on horseback.” 

“That won’t be necessary. The carriage I’ve been using 
is mine; I seldom travel on horseback. It aggravates my 
lumbago.” He placed a hand on his nephew’s shoulder. 
“Brent, I’m sorry I had to drag you into a conspiracy, but 
it was vitally important.” 

“Don’t worry about it, John. And I agree with you—the 
gold must be confiscated.” 

“Ill see you early in the morning,” he said, moving 
down the steps. 

Brent watched as his uncle got into his carriage, waved 
farewell, then slapped the reins. He continued to watch 
until the vehicle disappeared into the darkness. 

Going into the house, Brent went up the stairs and to 
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Charlene’s room. His knock was answered almost imme- 
diately. 

Charlene, dressed for bed, was surprised to see him. 
“Come in,” she said, smiling. 

Brent stepped inside but left the door open. “Charlene,” 
he began, “we're leaving in the morning.” 

“Leaving!” she exclaimed. “Why so soon? What about 
the ball?” 

“Fort Sumter was attacked; it means war.” 

Charlene had never heard of Fort Sumter, and that it 
had been attacked held no interest to her. However, the 
word war caught her undivided attention and sent her heart 
pounding. Grasping Brent’s arm, she asked fearfully, “Are 
we in danger?” 

He smiled reassuringly. “No, we aren't. But war will 
soon be officially declared. We must return home.” 

Learning her life wasn’t in jeopardy calmed Charlene, 
and she released Brent’s arm. As the ball again crossed 
her mind, she said with disappointment, “I was looking 
forward to the ball. My friends back home would have 
died of envy when I told them about it.” 

“Maybe Southern festivities aren’t quite as grand as you 
and your friends think they are. It might have been a dis- 
appointment.” 

“] hardly think so.” She shrugged. “Well, if it's a choice 
between a ball and staying in a hostile land, I'll choose 
going home.” 

“That’s a wise choice,” he said, grinning wryly. 

“Are we leaving early?” 

“Yes. My uncle will be traveling to New Orleans with 
us.” 

“What about Eugene?” 
“We'll have no problem finding him. The three of us 
will leave for Cincinnati as soon as possible.” 

He turned to leave, but she caught his wrist. “Brent, do 
you plan to join the army when we get back home?” 
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“Yes, I do.” 

“Right away?” 

“| don’t see any reason to procrastinate.” 

Her expression was worried. “I’m afraid for you.” 

He reached out and brushed his fingertips lightly across 
her cheek. “Turbulent days are ahead, Charlene. For the 
South, as well as the North. American fighting American; 
brother fighting brother. God, it’s hard to believe it has 
come down to this!” 

He bid her a quick good night and moved down the hall 
to his room. Elroy was waiting. 

“Is it true?” Elroy asked the moment Brent stepped in- 
side. “Was Fort Sumter attacked?” 

“Yes, it’s true. How did you know?” 

“Joseph told me. He was in the office when Copeland, 
your uncle, and you were talking about it. Remember? He 
came to see if Copeland wanted him to serve refresh- 
ments.” 

Brent nodded. “Yes, | remember now.” He smiled 
thoughtfully. “But it seemed as though Joseph wasn’t pay- 
ing any attention to the conversation.” 

“White folks always talk in front of slaves as though 
they are deaf and dumb. We slaves have learned to humor 
them and act as though we neither hear nor see a thing.” 

Brent moved to a side table that held a ceramic pitcher 
and basin. He filled the bowl with water, then began to 
take off his shirt. “We're leaving in the morning,” he told 
Elroy. 

The man smiled broadly. “That's the best news I’ve had 
in a lifetime. Thank God, I’ll soon be free!” 

“You know, Elroy, being free doesn’t put food in your 
stomach, a roof over your head, or clothes on your back. 
But I do own several businesses, and I can give you a job.” 

“Thanks, but I aim to join the army.” 

Brent turned and faced him. “A soldier's life is hard, 
and for a black soldier it’ll be twice as hard.” 
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“I know,” he replied. “But it’s better than being a 
slave.” 

“I understand.” 

“If you don’ need me, I think I'll go to bed. Tomorrow 
will be a long day.” 

“] intend to wash and go to bed myself. I'll see you in 
the morning.” 

Elroy left the room, but as he passed Tana’s door, he 
hesitated. He should look in on her before retiring. Edging 
the door open, he peeked inside. A lone lamp’s glow re- 
vealed that she was awake. He moved to the bed, drew up 
a chair, and sat down. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked. 

“All right, I guess. But I'd feel a lot better if my shoul- 
der didn’t throb.” 

“The pain will ease. In a few days you’ll have no dis- 
comfort at all.” 

“I shouldn’t complain. I’m lucky to be alive.” 

His gaze turned intense. “Why did you risk your life to 
warn Copeland?” 

“I’m not sure,” she answered honestly. “It all happened 
so fast, I didn’t have time to really think about it.” 

“Maybe your feelings for Copeland are stronger than 
you realize.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Are you in love with him?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m simply grateful to him for 
saving you from a lynching.” 

Elroy placed a hand on Tana’s.. “I’m leaving in the 
morning,” he said softly. 

“Why so soon?” 

“War is about to start. Sheldon’s got to get out of here.” 

Tears moistened her eyes. “Will I ever see you again?” 

“I hope so,” he murmured. 

“Do you still plan to join the army?’ 

“Without question. I intend to help free our people.” 
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She tried not to think the worst, but a vision of Elroy 
dying in combat flashed across her mind. “Please be care- 
ful!” she cried. 

He smiled gently. “I don’t plan to be reckless.” Leaning 
over her, he placed a lingering kiss on her forehead. He 
was tempted to taste the sweetness of her lips, but he con- 
trolled his desire. His uncertain future offered no place for 
a loving commitment. If he was still alive after the war, 

he could think about love, but not now. 

' “Tana,” he said pensively, “I might not make it through 
the war, but if I do, I’ll come back to the South. I want 
to find my mother. Then I hope there will be a time for 
us.” 
“But the war and your mother come first?” 

“Don’t put it like that. I don’t think of it as setting 
priorities. Don't you want to find your parents?” 

Tana sighed heavily. “They were sold years ago to a 
traveling trader. Finding them would be next to impossi- 
ble.” A bitter frown creased her brow. “But I do know my 
real father’s whereabouts. Masta Mitchell is my father. 
When | was still a baby he gave my mother permission 
to marry. Her husband became the man | knew as my 
daddy.” 

Elroy wasn’t surprised; Tana’s white blood was obvious. 
“I'll help you look for your folks if you want.” 

She shook her head. “After the war I intend to put the 
past behind me and live for the future—a future where my 
children will be born free. No one will be able to take 
them away from me.” She clutched Elroy’s hand. “Oh, 
don’t you see? You must do the same! Forget the past! 
Just start over again!” 

“No!” he replied emphatically. “I aim to find my 
mother if I have to comb the South from one end to the 
other.” 

“The odds are so heavily against you.” 

“That won’t stop me.” 
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She could see he was determined. “Elroy, so much of 
your life has already been wasted as a slave. Please don’t 
waste too much of it on a search that will probably end 
in heartbreak.” 

He knew her advice was sensible, but he was ruled by 
emotion, not rationality. Standing, he slid the chair back 
in place, then gazed down at Tana. He stared at her for 
quite some time, as though he was implanting her image 
in his mind. 

Her heart reacted to his gaze, and she wished she had 
the strength to reach up and draw him into her arms. But 
even if she had the strength, she wasn’t sure she would 
actually use it. It seemed Elroy didn’t share her feelings. 
If she were to throw herself at him he'd most likely refuse 
her advances. A war, freeing slaves, and his mother had 
his heart filled to the brim. There was no room for her. 

“T'll see you in the morning before I leave,” he said. 

She summoned a feeble smile. “Good night, Elroy.” 

He extinguished the lamp, wished her sweet dreams, and 
left. As he closed the door behind him, tears were flooding 
Tana’s eyes. 


Brent finished washing and put on his robe. He drew 
back the bedcovers, then moved to the window and gazed 
thoughtfully outside. The Confederates’ attack on Fort 
Sumter had taken him by surprise. He had believed the 
war was still months away. A deep sigh escaped his lips, 
and his shoulders were bowed, as though the weight of the 
world had been placed upon them. Brent dreaded the im- 
pending conflict; he could find no glory in Americans 
shedding American blood. But despite these feelings he 
was willing to join the army and fight to keep the country 
united. 

He turned away from the window and glanced apprecia- 
tively about the room. It was decorated tastefully and ex- 


210 Rochelle Wayne 


pensively. He was very impressed with Tall Oaks. Al- 
though it was built on a magnificent scale and adorned 
grandly, the house wasn’t ostentatious. As he continued to 
admire the room, he couldn’t help but wonder if Tall Oaks 
would still be standing after the war. A picture of Tall 
Oaks burned to the ground and reduced to smoldering 
ashes flashed across his mind. A grimace touched his face 
as he quickly thrust the vision aside. Such a loss would 
certainly break Michelle’s heart—maybe beyond mending. 

His thoughts remained on Michelle as he tried to un- 
derstand her behavior earlier. Why had she left him so 
abruptly? This was their last night together; why hadn't 
she wanted to spend more time with him? That he wouldn’t 
see her again until morning was so depressing that he de- 
cided to do something about it. He would go to her room 
and insist that she explain her abruptness. But, at that mo- 
ment, a knock sounded on his door. 

He hoped it wasn’t Charlene, for he didn’t have time 
for her. Going to the door. he opened it and was elated to 
find Michelle standing outside. 

“May I come in?” she asked. 

Taking her hand, he drew her inside and promptly closed 
the door. His gaze swept over her with hungry eyes. Her 
pink nightgown was so sheer that it was almost transpar- 
ent, her naked flesh beautifully silhouetted beneath the thin 
fabric. Her auburn tresses, cascading past her shoulders, 
danced with reddish highlights. He was held captive by 
her seductive beauty. 

Michelle, in turn, was admiring Brent boldly. His silk 
robe, tied about his waist, hung loosely, revealing the 
manly hair that grew thickly across his wide chest. A tingle 
ran through her as she wondered if he was nude beneath 
the garment. She ached to know him completely and inti- 
mately. She raised her gaze to his blue eyes, which were 
watching her intensely. She could see his hunger, and it 
was as ravenous as her own. However, despite her vora- 
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cious need to love him totally, her courage began to falter, 
and she drew her gaze from his and stared down at the 
floor. 

Brent had guessed her reason for being here, and he 
also knew that she was losing her nerve. He placed a fin- 
ger under her chin and tilted her face up to his. “Is this 
the surprise you were talking about? Did you come here 
to seduce me?” 

A deep blush colored her cheeks. “Yes, I did,” she an- 
swered candidly. “But .. . I’m not sure if it’s the right 
thing to do.” 

He smiled tenderly. “What made you change your 
mind?” 

“I. . . don’t know,” she stammered. “Maybe I’m just 
not the seductive type. At least not this way . . . I mean, 
calculating it and planning it ahead.” 

“Calculating, you aren't. But you are most assuredly se- 
ductive.” He brought her into his arms and held her firmly. 
“Michelle, I have never wanted anything more in my life 
than to make love to you. But is that really what you want? 
Our future is so uncertain. I can’t promise that I'll come 
back to you. I might not make it through the war.” 

She pushed out of his arms, gazed imploringly into his 
face, and cried, “Oh Brent, don’t you understand? The 
chance that I might lose you forever is the reason why 
I’m here! If we don’t make love now, we might never 
make love! I'll have to go the rest of my life wondering, 
imagining, and dreaming of what it would have been like! 
I want to be a real woman, and | want you to be the man 
who makes me complete. I want your love so much that 
my heart and body ache for fulfillment!” 

Brent’s defenses crumbled, taking his better judgment 
with them. “Darling, don’t you realize I feel the same 
way? Controlling my passion has been pure torture. But I 
love you so much that I'd rather die than bring you one 
moment of heartbreak.” 
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“Heartbreak is unavoidable. Tomorrow morning when I 
watch you ride away it'll tear my heart in two, but the 
hope that you'll come back to me will put it back to- 
gether.” She slipped her arms about his neck and pressed 
her thighs against his. “Brent, please stop being such a 
perfect gentleman. Right now I don’t need a gentleman; | 
need a man! I need you!” She put a hand to the nape of 
his neck and urged his lips down to hers. 

He responded passionately, his mouth claiming hers with 
an aggression so powerful that she felt wonderfully impris- 
oned by his kiss. 

Suddenly taking his lips from hers, he swooped her up 
into his arms and carried her to the bed. He laid her down 
gently, then extinguished every lamp except the one beside 
the bed, which he adjusted to a soft, romantic glow. 

Lying beside her, he drew her back into his arms and 
kissed her deeply. Brent moved slowly and tenderly, for he 
was not about to rush their union. He wanted to savor 
every moment, every touch, every whispered endearment. 

As his fingers caressed her softly and intimately, Mi- 
chelle’s desire took flame, sending a burning need through 
every part of her body. Wanting to know every inch of his 
masculine frame, her hands roamed over him without hesi- 
tation. 

Anxious now to rid themselves of their clothing, Brent 
helped Michelle remove her gown. He untied his robe and 
pitched it carelessly to the floor. Turning back to the 
woman he loved, his intense gaze raked her silky flesh. 
Her ample breasts were alabaster white, her waist tiny and 
her hips perfectly rounded. His scrutiny moved farther 
down, admiring her long, slender legs. With a groan he 
whispered, “You're so beautiful!” 

She gasped softly as his hand moved to the reddish 
mound between her thighs. Soon tremors of desire were 
coursing through her feverishly as his caressing stimulated 
her passion. 
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Suddenly his lips were on hers, and his demanding kiss, 
coupled with his intimate fondling, nearly drove her be- 
yond the brink of ecstasy. 

“Brent . . .” she moaned softly. “I should be embar- 
rassed to lie so intimately with you, but I’m not. I have 
never felt less embarrassed.” 

“That's because we were meant for each other. Our 
hearts, bodies, and souls are as one.” He kissed her with 
a tender yet insistent persuasion. 

Putting her hands against his chest, she urged him onto 
his back, moving so that she could view him completely. 
The sight of his tightly muscled physique heightened her 
passion, and her exploring hands eagerly touched and ca- 
ressed his sinewy frame. 

Brent was soon desperate to consummate their joining. 
In one quick move he tucked her body beneath his and 
took the dominant position. 

His cobalt eyes locked with hers, their dark depths hold- 
ing her spellbound. He stared at her for a long moment 
before saying huskily, “I love you, Michelle. Through the 
long days and nights ahead, I'll relive this night over and 
over again.” 

“I know,” she murmured. “I'll be reliving them with 
you until . . . until the day you come back to me.” 
“God willing, I'll come back! I mean that with all my 
heart.” 

“I believe you, my darling.” 

As he kissed her deeply, his hands grasped her hips and 
lifted them to him. Carefully, he eased into her warm 
depths, her heat nearly driving him mindless with rapture. 
When he encountered the proof of her innocence he thrust 
strongly against her, saving her from prolonged pain. 

Michelle barely whimpered, for the discomfort was 
fleeting. Brent lay atop her without moving, and she fa- 
miliarized herself with the feel of him deep inside her. It 
felt good, perfect! It was as though she had waited all her 
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life for this one moment in time. She wasn’t disappointed, 


for their joining was more beautiful than she could have — 


imagined. 

Slowly and rhythmically, Brent began to move against 
her, and she instinctively arched her hips in time with his. 
The pleasure of his hardness dipping farther and farther 
inside her evoked wondrous sensations, and she reveled in 
such fathomless ecstasy. 

With each deepening thrust, along with hungry kisses, 
Brent's need soared higher and higher, sending his passion 


out of control. Never had a woman stirred his desire so 


powerfully. 

Now, with aggressive, driving motions, he made love to her 
with a demanding force that sent her passion spiraling toward 
a fulfilling finish. Rapture, complete and heart-stopping, took 
them to love's peak, where they achieved breathless satisfaction. 

Brent, remaining inside her, lay still as he continued to 
relish her womanly heat. After a minute or two he placed 
a lingering kiss on her lips, then stretched out beside her. 

She cuddled against him, sighed, and murmured, “I’m 
glad I seduced you.” 

He chuckled warmly. “So am I. You can surprise me 
this way any time you wish.” 

“Promise?” She smiled. 

“Just try me.” 

“Oh, I will,” she replied pertly. “Maybe sooner than 
you think.” 

He faked a grimace. “I hope I’m man enough for such 
a passionate little Rebel.” 

“You're man enough for me, Brent Sheldon. You always 
will be.” 

“Now that our love is complete, how do you feel?” 

“Wonderful.” She sighed. “I wish we could stay in bed 
like this forever.” 

“Don’t you thank we might get thirsty and hungry? For 
food, that is.” 


a 
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“I suppose you’re right,” she played along. “We'd soon 

too weak to make love. However, when you come 

back and we're on our honeymoon we'll simply pack a 
supply of food and water in our room.” 

“For how many days?” 

“You'll just have to wait and see.” 

He raised himself up, leaned over her, and gazed deeply 
into her sparkling eyes. “You know, I love your humor, 
your spirit, your integrity, and everything else about you.” 

“That goes both ways. To me, you're perfect.” 

“We're perfect for each other.” 

She wholeheartedly agreed and, lacing her arms about 
his neck, she urged his lips down to hers. At first their 
kiss, exquisitely tender, was a tantalizing invitation for 
more. Then, as their need again took flame, their gentle 
exchange became breathless and urgent. 

Surrendering completely to their love and the joy of 
their intimacy, they forced the real world to the far recesses 
of their minds, refusing to think beyond this moment in 
time. Tomorrow, the war, and their separation didn’t exist; 
tonight was the only reality in their universe, 


Seventeen 


“Michelle, wake up,” Brent whispered, his breath ca- 
ressing her cheek. 

She moaned softly, turned toward him, and cuddled as 
close as possible. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She 
didn’t want to waste one minute of their last night together. 
“How long was I asleep?” she asked. 

“Not long. 1 dozed off myself.” 

“What time is it?” 

“It'll soon be daybreak.” 

She looked over at the window. The night’s darkness 
was fading. “Oh, Brent!” she cried. “Make the morning 
go away. I don’t want this night to ever end!” 

He hugged her tightly. “Let's just be thankful that we 
had tonight. Remembering these hours with you will see 
me through the days ahead.” 

“I know what you mean. I'll relive them time and time 
again.” 

He leaned up and slipped her warm body beneath his. 
Her legs opened wide to welcome his hardness. “I love 
you,” he murmured as his lips came down on hers. He 
kissed her with a demanding need that set their passion 
afire. 

Her arms went about his neck and she clung desperately, 
wishing she could hold him like this forever. “Brent,” she 
cried softly. “Please . . . please come back to me!” 

“I will,” he replied. “God willing, I will!” He wrapped 
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an arm about her waist and lifted her thighs to his. As his 
lips claimed hers, his maleness plunged inside her. 

His penetration was thrilling, and Michelle moaned with 
ecstasy as she slid her legs about his waist. “Love me, my 
darling . . . love me,” she whispered seductively. 

He moved against her with love, as well as growing 
passion. He tried to forget their approaching separation, 
but the depressing thought wouldn’t go away. Leaving her 
was tearing him apart inside, and this agony drove him to 
love her with desperate aggression. His demanding thrusts 
were wonderfully consuming. 

Michelle, holding tighter, gloried in the hard-driving 
strength of his body. She had never felt more like a woman, 
and she gave herself completely to the man she loved. 

A tremble coursed through Brent, and a fevered groan 
came from deep in his throat as he neared fulfillment. 
With quick, steady movements, he took Michelle with him 
to a total, breathtaking culmination that was absolutely per- 
fect. 

He kissed her deeply before moving to lie at her side. 
She snuggled against him, her head resting on his shoulder. 
Daybreak, now only moments away, was already chasing 
the night’s shadows from the room. Michelle closed her 
eyes and blocked out the inescapable dawn. If only she 
could make time stand still. 

Brent placed a light kiss on her mouth, then raised him- 
self up and sat on the edge of the bed. His robe was still 
on the floor, and he reached down to pick it up. “My 
uncle will be here soon,” he said, getting to his feet. 

Michelle watched as he put on the robe and moved to 
the side table that held the pitcher and basin. As he 
washed, she kept her eyes glued to him; she wanted to 
implant his image firmly in her mind. Tears gathered in 
her eyes as she wondered when she would see him again. 
The possibility that it might be years tore ruthlessly into 
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her heart. She almost broke down and cried, but inborn 
strength gave her the courage to stay in control. 

She got out of bed and slipped into her nightgown. “T’ll 
go to my room and dress,” she said. “Why don’t we meet 
in the dining room?” 

He could see that she was close to tears. He went to 
her and swept her into his embrace. “I love you with all 
my heart and soul!” he professed. “If the war takes me 
away from you, always remember that you were deeply, 
completely, and passionately loved. No man could ever 
love you more than I do.” 

“Darling!” she cried, tears now streaming down her 
cheeks. “You must come back to me! You must!” 

He kissed her urgently, then gently wiped away her 
tears. “Promise me you'll take good care of yourself.” 

Her smile was tremulous. “I will, and you just make 
sure you do the same.” For a long moment she gazed into 
his face, admiring his dark blue eyes, the ash-brown locks 
that fell boyishly across his forehead, and the sensuous 
shape of his full lips. She thought him more handsome 
than words could describe. 

Brent, returning Michelle's perusal, found her equally 
attractive. Her chocolate brown eyes, arched brows, and 
long, thick lashes were beautiful to behold. A tiny smile 
touched his lips as he kissed her pert nose before kissing 
her mouth. Drawing her flush against him, he ran his fin- 
gers through her long auburn tresses as his lips took hers 
in a long, searching exchange. 

He released her reluctantly. “You'd better leave before I 
take you back to bed.” 

“Don’t tempt me,” she replied saucily. 

“If we only had more time. . . .” 

“But we don’t,” she said, her mood suddenly sober. She 
reached up, kissed him deeply, then left before her nerve 
faltered. 
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| Chris stopped at Tana’s room before going downstairs 
) for breakfast. Finding her awake, he went inside, drew up 

a chair, and sat down. 

“Are you feeling better this morning?” he asked. 

“A little,” she murmured. 

He smiled confidently. “You'll be up and about in no 
time.” 

It was a long moment before she spoke. “Masta Chris, 
will you be joining the army?” 

“In a way, I’m already in the army. I’m a lieutenant in 
the militia. Our troop will soon be activated.” 

“When will you leave?” 

“I don’t know. Why do you ask? Are you anxious to 
see me go?” 

“No, I’m not. I didn’t mean the question the way it 
sounded.” 

He took her hand into his. She started to pull free, but 
his hold tightened. “Why must you continue to fight me? 
Don’t I appeal to you at all?” 

She answered candidly, “Masta Chris, my goal in life 
is not to become a man’s bed wench. | want more for 
myself—much more.” 

“Your freedom?” he asked. 

“For a start.” 

“If I asked Michelle to set you free, would you agree 
to be my mistress?” 

“Mistress. Bed wench. Is there really a difference?” 

“Yes, I think so.” 

“When I said I wanted more for myself I didn’t mean 
I hoped to be a mistress, free or not!” 

“Then exactly what do you want?” 

“Respect. A husband who sincerely loves me, and a fu- 
ture for us and our children. A future where no one can 
sell my husband or children away from me.” 
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“You are holding out for a fantasy. You and your kind 
will never be free. At least, not in our lifetime.” 

“The North will win the war, and President Lincoln will 
set us free.” 

“Who's been putting these foolish ideas in your head? 
Elroy? Well, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. The 
South will win this war, and we'll do so handily.” 

“I pray you are wrong.” 

Silence came between them, but after a moment Chris 
said gently, “Tana, you should accept my offer to become 
my mistress, for that way you will be free. And if children 
are born from our union, they will also be free. I'll even 
set up a trust for them so that they will have security.” 

She regarded him with wonder. “Masta Chris, do you 
really want me that badly?” 

He answered honestly. “I’ve never wanted a woman as 
much as I want you.” Admitting his feelings surprised him 
more than it did Tana, for, until this moment, he hadn’t 
realized how deeply he cared. 

She studied him thoughtfully. He was indeed attractive. 
His blond hair, green eyes, and well-trimmed mustache 
were pleasing to the eye. However, as Elroy’s handsome 
face flashed before her mind, she turned away from Chris. 
Although she was strangely drawn to her master, Elroy 
was the man she wanted. 

Chris had recognized admiration in her eyes, and he was 
disappointed when she looked away. He wondered what 
she was thinking. Was she considering taking him up on 
his offer, or were her thoughts on another man? Elroy! He 
was suddenly certain she was thinking of him. 

“He’s leaving, you know,” Chris said, as though they 
had been discussing Elroy. 

“Wh . . . what?” she stammered, confused. 

“Elroy’s leaving this morning. You'll probably never see 
him again.” 

“He'll come back someday.” 
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“Don’t count on it.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Knowing Elroy, he’ll join the Union Army. Those Yan- 
kees will send the colored troops on suicidal missions. It 
won’t bother them in the least to sacrifice Negro soldiers.” 

A stab of fear cut into her heart. She wanted to refute 
Chris’s words, but she was too afraid they were true. 

Chris was still holding her hand, and, squeezing it gen- 
tly, he said, “Your future is with me, Tana. If Elroy truly 
cared about you, he would have asked Brent to buy you. 
But he didn’t; he’s content to go North without you.” 

She hadn’t considered this and wondered why it had 
never occurred to her. Was she so resigned to slavery that 
the idea of leaving with Elroy had totally escaped her? 
Why hadn't Elroy thought about it? She sighed dismally; 
he hadn’t considered it because he didn’t care that much 
about her. His freedom was all that mattered to him. That, 
and fighting for the North and finding his. mother! 

Chris got up from his chair, leaned over, and placed a 
fleeting kiss on her brow, “Try and get some rest. I'll 
come back and see you this evening.” 

He hesitated, but when she didn’t reply, he turned 
around and left the room. 

The moment the door closed behind him, Tana rolled to 
her side and buried her face in the pillow. Loving Elroy 
was futile. He didn’t care about her, except as a friend. 
Giving in to her sorrow, she wept softly and for a long 
time. In her weakened condition the effort was exhausting, 
and eventually she drifted into a deep sleep. 


Downstairs, in the kitchen, Elroy finished his breakfast. 
Telling Addie he'd be back in a few minutes, he climbed 
the servants’ stairs and moved down the hall to Tana’s bed- 
room. He knocked softly on the door; when his knock 
went unanswered he opened the door and peeked inside. 
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Tana was lying very still, and as he hurried to her side he 
prayed that she was all right. Her deep breathing revealed 
that she was sleeping soundly; sighing with relief, he 
started to wake her by calling her name but suddenly 
changed his mind. His leaving would only upset her, and 
she needed her rest. 

A frown furrowed his brow as he grew aggravated with 
himself. Why didn’t he simply admit the truth? He didn’t 
want to awaken her because he was sparing himself the 
heartbreak. If he were to speak to her, he might very well 
lose his composure and tell her how much she meant to him. 
He had no right to ask for her love, for there was little 
chance that he would ever come back. Elroy wasn’t hopeful 
that he would survive the war, but that didn’t lessen his 
determination to fight. If by some miracle he did survive, 
then and only then could he try to build a future for himself 
and Tana. Now he felt he must leave their relationship as 
one between friends—not for his sake, but for Tana’s. He 
couldn't ask her to wait for him; he was too afraid that he 
would never return. And if another man came into her life, 
he wanted her-to be free to love him. 

A wistful smile lifted the corners of his lips as he said, 
too softly to awaken her, “If no other man wins your heart, 
and if I live through this war, I’ll do everything in my 
power to earn your love. That’s a promise.” 

He kissed the tips of his fingers, then placed them 
against Tana’s forehead. “Good-bye, my love. May God 
keep you safe.” 

Quietly, he moved away from the bed and left the room. 
His heart was heavy as he went down the hall and returned 
to the kitchen. 


Michelle stood on the porch and watched miserably as 
Brent’s uncle helped Charlene into his carriage. Sheldon’s 
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stallion was saddled and tied at the hitching rail. Beside it 
stood a sorrel gelding that Brent had purchased for Elroy. 

As Brent said good-bye to Lynnette and Chris, Michelle 
continued to gaze at the carriage without really secing it. 
She felt as though she were in a dream, and that this 
wasn’t truly happening. Surely she would soon wake up 
and find it wasn’t true. Brent couldn't be leaving her— 
maybe for years—it wasn’t fair! Their time together had 
been so fleeting. Days to love, but years to cry! A sob 
rose in her throat, but she swallowed deeply and forced it 
back. For Brent’s sake, as well as her own, she would 
remain strong and tell him good-bye with dignity. 

Fingers grasped her arm, and she turned and looked up 
into Brent's face. He led her to the end of the porch and 
then to the side of the house, where they were out of view 
of the others. Drawing her into his arms, he bent his head 
and kissed her with deep emotion. 

Holding him as tightly as possible, she thoroughly rel- 
ished his kiss. She wondered how many times her mind 
would relive this moment in the long days to come. 

He released her with reluctance. “We won’t say good- 
bye,” he murmured thickly. “That's too final.” 

Her throat ached from holding back the sobs that begged 
to be released. She lifted her chin, gazed into his eyes, 
and said with a brave smile, “You'll come back to me. I 
know you will, I refuse to think otherwise.” 

Again, he took her into his arms and kissed her desper- 
ately. “I love you,” he moaned. 

“TI love you too, Brent. With all my heart.” The ache in 
her throat grew worse. 

Taking her hand, he led her back onto the porch and 
left her with Lynnette and Chris. Leaving Michelle was 
the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. Elroy was 
seated on the gelding, holding Sheldon’s stallion in place. 
Brent swung into the saddle, and Elroy handed over the 
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reins. Stephens set his carriage into motion, and Elroy and 
Brent turned their mounts about and followed. 

Michelle, her heart breaking, summoned a weak smile 
as Brent looked over his shoulder, met her gaze, and waved 
farewell. Her feelings suddenly went numb, and she 
watched woodenly until Brent and the others had ridden 
out of sight. 

Lynnette touched Michelle’s arm, jolting her back to 
grim reality. Michelle jumped as though she had been 
struck. 

“My dear, are you all right?” Lynnette asked. 

It took a moment for Michelle to collect herself. Brent's 
leaving had been more than her emotions could bear. 
“I'm... I’m all right,” she stammered. 

Lynnette thought otherwise. “Brent will be gone a long 
time—perhaps forever. You must accept that and go on 
with your life. Don’t let yourself surrender to despair, for 
it will only make everything worse.” She smiled brightly. 
“You must concentrate on happy things, like the ball.” 

“The ball?” Michelle asked bitterly. “It means nothing 
to me without Brent. Right now I don’t care about any- 
thing at all!” 

Chris, who had been listening, stepped to Michelle’s side 
and said confidently, “You feel that way now, but in a few 
days you'll change your mind.” 

“You two don’t understand, do you?” Michelle said im- 
patiently. “My feelings for Brent are not those of a school- 
girl! What | feel is not a silly crush! Brent and [ are in 
love!” 

“But, my dear, you hardly know him,” Lynnette was 
quick to say. 

“T couldn’t love him more if I had known him all my 
life!” The pain in her throat was agony. 

“Time has a way of healing all wounds,” Chris told her. 

She shook her head as she testily regarded the pair. “It 
would be nice if you two showed me more understanding.” 
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She whirled about, fled down the porch steps, and started 
toward the slave quarters. 

“Damn!” Lynnette cursed softly. 

Chris looked at her with surprise. “I don’t think I’ve 
ever heard you use that word.” 

“Well, I’m terribly upset. Aren’t you?” 

“Upset? I’m not sure I understand.” 

“Honestly. Chris! How do you intend to marry Michelle 
now that she’s infatuated with Brent Sheldon? You should 
never have brought him here!” 

“Michelle will get over Brent.” 

“Yes, but how long will it take? I was hoping you and 
Michelle would marry in the near future.” 

“Even if Sheldon had never visited Tall Oaks, the attack 
on Fort Sumter would have delayed a marriage between 
Michelle and me. I'll be leaving soon. You might as well 
call off the ball. There will be no young men to attend; 
they are joining the army.” 

Lynnette was sorely disappointed. “I was so looking for- 
ward to entertaining.” 

The front door opened. Chris expected to see Joseph, 
but was taken aback to find Tana. She swayed feebly as 
she asked in a weak voice, “Has Elroy gone?” 

Chris hurried to her side, and as he reached her, she 
collapsed against him, Carefully, he lifted her into his 
arms. “What are you doing out of bed?” he asked, as 
though reprimanding a child. 

“Elroy promised to see me this morning before he left.” 

“Well, he broke his promise. He and the others are 
gone.” 

Tana was crushed, and as tears gathered in her eyes, she 
leaned her head against Chris’s shoulder. 

“I’m taking you back to bed.” 

“No!” Lynnette cried. “Let Joseph do it! Good Lord, 
Chris, will you stop coddling that girl!” 

Ignoring his sister’s protest, he carried Tana inside, up 
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the stairs, and to her room. He gently placed her on her 
feet, helped her remove her robe, and then eased her into 
bed. Drawing up the sheet, he ordered tenderly, “Don’t 
you dare get up again.” He quickly checked her 

shoulder. “You're lucky your wound hasn't started bleed- 
ing.” 

His kindness overwhelmed Tana. “Masta Chris, there’s 
nobody who cares about me as much as you do.” 

His smile was disarming. “It’s about time you realized 
that. I'll have Addie bring you breakfast. You need to eat 
in order to regain your strength.” 

Her eyes followed him as he left the bedroom. She 
found Chris Copeland quite perplexing. 

Lynnette, who had remained on the porch, was also baf- 
fled by Chris’s behavior. She had never known him to be 
so considerate of a slave. But more than confused, she was 
also very worried. Chris’s infatuation with Tana might very 
well ruin any marriage between himself and Michelle. 

With a heavy sigh, she moved to a cane rocker and sat 
down. Nothing was going the way she had hoped. Chris’s 
marriage to Michelle meant everything to her, but now she 
was afraid that the union might never come about. 


Michelle's steps were unhurried as she neared Louella’s 
cabin. She longed to be with her surrogate mother, but her 
drained emotions had taken control of her body, and put- 
ting one foot before the other was an effort. 

She found Louella at the clothesline, hanging laundry. 
Taking one look at Michelle’s haggard face, Louella forgot 
her chore and quickly ushered her mistress inside the 
cabin. 

“Is Masta Brent gone?” she asked. 

“He left a few minutes ago.” Her throat was aching so 
badly, she could hardly speak. 

“T's get you a hot cup of coffee.” 
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Michelle caught Louella’s wrist and detained her. “I 
don’t want coffee,” she said, her chin trembling. “I 
want .. . I want you to hold me. Like you used to when 
I was a little girl.” 

“My poor lamb,” she said, drawing Michelle into the 
comfort of her arms. “You just go ahead and cry, honey 
child. There ain’t nothin’ wrong with a woman sheddin’ 
tears over the man she loves. Then, when you is all cried 
out, I's get us both some coffee, and while we drinks it, 
you can tell me all "bout Masta Brent. You know, how 
much you love him and how wonderful he is.” 

“Oh, Louella!” Michelle cried between heavy, breaking 
sobs. “What would I do without you?” 

“You ain’t ever gonna have to worry "bout that ‘cause 
I ain’t plannin’ on goin’ nowhere. You and Jeremiah are 
my family and I’s gonna stay right here and take care of 
what’s mine!” 


~ 
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Part Two 
The War 








Eighteen 


Depression! Michelle had to fight the emotion daily, 
otherwise, she knew she would sink into a deep state of 
melancholy. But she had an innate strength and dignity 
that carried her through each day. The nights, however, 
were very difficult. In bed, unable to sleep, she was visited 
by memories of Brent. Some made her smile, while others 
brought tears to her eyes. Hours later she would finally 
drift into stumber with Brent on her mind and in her heart. 

This morning Michelle woke as the sun was cresting 
the horizon. The early light filtered into her room, and she 
felt its warmth on her arms and face. The day was going 
to be sunny and unseasonably hot. 

As she got out of bed, her thoughts went immediately 
to Brent, who had now been gone for three weeks. Twenty- 
one days had passed, and the pain of his leaving was still 
acute. She hoped the ache would lessen in time. Surely, it 
would! 

She moved to her vanity and ran a brush through her 
long tresses, staring critically at her reflection. Her cheeks 
were pale, her face drawn, and dark circles shadowed her 
eyes. She wasn’t getting enough sleep. 

“I must find a way to block Brent from my mind at 
night so I can get more rest,” she told herself. She smiled 
sadly. “But easier said than done.” 

“Did you say something, ma'am?” Tana suddenly asked. 
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Michelle was taken aback. The girl had entered so qui- 
etly that she hadn’t heard her. “No, I didn’t say anything. 
I was just mumbling to myself.” 

Heading toward the wardrobe, Tana asked, “Do you 
have a special dress you'd like me to lay out?” 

“No, any everyday dress will do.” 

She looked through Michelle’s clothes, found a simple 
cotton gown, and placed it on the bed. “Well, tomorrow's 
the big day, isn’t it?” Tana said, turning to her mistress. 

“Big day?” Michelle asked, confused. 

“Masta Chris is leaving in the morning.” 

Michelle was quickly ashamed of herself for letting it 
slip her mind. “Yes, that’s right. He'll be leaving for the 
war.” 

“You reckon we'll get along all right without him?” 

“Of course we will. Why wouldn’t we?” 

Tana shrugged. “It’s just gonna seem strange not to have 
a man in charge.” 

“I can take care of anything that comes up.” Michelle 
spoke with more assurance than she really felt. Running 
Tall Oaks wasn't going to be easy. During the past two 
weeks Chris had shown her how to take care of the pa- 
perwork involved, and had trained Big Luke to act as over- 
seer. Michelle knew Chris wasn’t too concerned about the 
plantation, for he believed the war wouldn't last very long. 
She hoped Chris was right, but she couldn’t help but worry 
that Brent’s prediction would come true. He had said the 
war could drag on for years. 

Michelle dressed and went downstairs for breakfast. 
Lynnette was at the table 6y herself. Pulling out a chair, 
Michelle asked, “Where’s Chris?” 

“He hasn't come down yet.” 

Lynnette’s unhappiness was obvious and, with an en- 
couraging smile, Michelle told her, “Try not to be too sad. 
Chris will come back to us.” 

“I pray you are right. But, God, what if he doesn’t? The 
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thought that he could be killed is almost more than I can 
bear!” 

“You'll hold up, Lynnette. You have no other choice. We 
women must be strong and simply live each day as it 
comes.” 

Sudden fury flashed in her stepmother’s eyes. “Damn 
the Yankees for starting this war! Why couldn’t they mind 
their own business? And to think that you are actually 
infatuated with one of them! Oh, Michelle, I’m almost 
glad your father didn’t live to see this day! Your disloyalty 
would have shattered him.” 

Michelle’s anger was instantly aroused. “I am not dis- 
loyal! I am a Confederate through and through! My love 
for Brent has nothing to do with this war!” 

Lynnette was sorry. “I shouldn’t have lashed out at you. 
Please forgive me. But I’m just so . . . so worried and 
upset. And I can’t help but have very hard feelings toward 
Yankees. After all, they are our enemies now.” 

Michelle didn’t blame her stepmother. And she was 
right. The South was now at war with the North, and, as 
much as it hurt to admit it, Brent was the enemy. She 
decided to turn the conversation to a more pleasant matter. 
“I’ve asked Addie to prepare Chris’s favorite meal for to- 
night's dinner.” 

Lynnette smiled wistfully. “That would be baked ham, 
sweet potatoes, black-eyed peas and buttermilk biscuits. 
And for dessert, blackberry cobbler.” Tears surfacing, she 
cried brokenly, “It breaks my heart to think it might be 
months before Chris enjoys such a delicious meal again— 
maybe never!” She covered her face with her hands and 
wept heavily. “Oh God, what if he’s killed?” 

Michelle went to her stepmother and placed an arm 
about her shoulders. “You must be strong, Lynnette. Some- 
how, we’ll make it through this war, and so will Chris and 
Brent. To think otherwise is like . . . like giving up.” 
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*~** 


Tana had tidied Michelle’s room and was leaving as 
Chris opened his door and stepped into the hall. 

“How’s your shoulder?” he asked. 

She flexed her arm a little gingerly. “It gets better every 


“That's good.” Hesitating, he took time to fully admire 
her. He longed to run his fingers through her long dark 
curls, to feel her soft body against his own. Her big brown 
eyes were veiled by thick lashes that concealed her 
thoughts, and he was, as ever, uncertain where he stood 
with her. She liked him; that much he knew. But did she 
desire him? He didn’t know. Sometimes, he thought she 
did. To Chris, Tana remained a mystery. 

Chris would have been astonished had he known that Tana 
found him a mystery as well. She wasn’t sure what to make 
of him. He could be very sensitive, but he could also be 
arrogant and demanding. But despite his faults she believed 
he was the only person who truly cared about her, and she 
couldn’t help but respond to that concern. She was starved 
for love. Her parents had loved her, but she had lost them 
at a very early age, and now, it was hard for her to remember 
them clearly. Her former mistress had certainly not cared 
about her; that had been evident. She wasn’t so sure about 
Michelle. Tana liked and admired her; nevertheless, she was 
still withholding her judgment. Foolishly, she had trusted 
her other mistress and had learned her lesson the hard way. 
She wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. Tana felt 
as though Elroy had also betrayed her, and she was deter- 
mined to cast him from her heart. Chris, on the other hand, — 
seemed to sincerely care about her. He had proven it time 
and time again, in small ways that meant a lot. 

Now, as his eyes admired her, she didn’t flinch or feel 
uncomfortable under his scrutiny. In fact, knowing she was 
desired made her feel good inside. : 
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Chris turned to leave, saying over his shoulder, “I'd bet- 
ter go downstairs. Lynnette and Michelle are probably 
holding breakfast for me.” 

“Masta Chris, please wait a minute.” 

He turned back to her. 

“| just want you to know that. . . that I hope you make 
it through the war. My prayers will be with you.” 

He smiled. “Thank you, Tana. Your prayers will mean 
a lot to me.” Did this mean she cared? Had he finally won 
her loyalty and passion? Before he could question her she 
wheeled around and hurried to the back stairway. 

As Tana fled down the steps, her heart was beating ir- 
regularly. She had come so close to flinging herself into 
Chris’s arms, but her nerve had wavered, and she had fled 
instead. 

She was out of breath when she entered the kitchen. 

Addie, wondering why, watched closely as Tana sat at 
the table. Placing a filled plate before her, Addie asked, 
“Is somethin’ wrong?” 

“No. Why do you ask?” 

“You seem kinda flustered.” 

“IT guess I came down the stairs too quickly.” 

The two assistants were serving breakfast in the dining 
room, so Addie had time to rest and joined Tana at the 
table. “I got a special supper to cook tonight. Miz 
Michelle wants me to prepare Masta Chris’s favorite meal. 
It’s gonna seem strange not to have Masta Chris around 
no more. But I don’t reckon none of us house slaves will 
miss him all that much. The field hands will probably re- 
joice.” She shrugged. “I reckon there’s worse masters than 
Masta Chris, but he sure ain’t no prize. You should've 
known Miz Michelle’s father, Masta Charles. He was a 
real kind gentleman.” 

“Masta Chris ain’t so bad,” Tana mumbled. 

Addie had extraordinary insight, and she had suspected 
for some time that Tana and Chris Copeland were more 
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than just master and slave. “Has Masta Chris been 
pesterin’ you?” she asked. 

“If you mean have I been in his bed, the answer is no.” 

“But you is thinkin’ “bout it, ain’t you?” 

Tana blushed. “That’s nonsense. And he’s leaving tomor- 
row.” 
“But you got tonight.” 

“| intend to sleep in my own bed tonight.” 

“That's good, ‘cause if you get involved with Masta 
Chris, you is gonna be mighty disappointed.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Honey, he wants you; I don’t doubt that. But you cain’t 
confuse desire with love, ‘cause they ain’t the same thing. 
Just as soon as you is with child, or Masta Chris gets 
bored with you, he’ll cast you out of his bed without a 
second thought. And he won’t have no bed wench when 
he’s married to Miz Michelle. She won’t tolerate it.” 

“Married to Miz Michelle!” Tana exclaimed. “But she 
isn’t in love with Masta Chris; she loves Brent Sheldon!” 

Addie brushed aside her words. “White folks don’t 
marry for Jove. They marry for convenience. And what's 
more convenient than for Masta Chris to marry Miz 
Michelle? He wants Tall Oaks, and the best way to get it 
is to marry its owner. And Miz Michelle, she needs a man 
to run this plantation, which means she'll marry Masta 
Chris. You mark my word, if Masta Chris makes it back 
from the war, he and Miz Michelle will get married.” 

Tana almost choked on the piece of ham she was chew- 
ing. She swallowed it with difficulty, then washed it down 
with coffee. That Chris might marry Michelle had never 
crossed her mind. She thought about her former mistress 
and the way in which she had turned against her. If 
Michelle was to learn that Chris wanted her, would she 
also react furiously? Perhaps even have her sold at auction? 
The terrifying possibility sent a shiver through Tana. Leav- 
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ing the rest of her breakfast untouched, she got up and 
walked out the back door. 

Sitting on the stoop, Tana held back tears. Just when 
she dared to hope that she had found someone to love her, 
cold reality had shattered her dreams. 


The day passed much too quickly at Tall Oaks. Lynnette 
barely let her brother out of her sight, and Michelle spent 
more time with him than she normally did. 

Addie’s dinner was cooked to perfection, and Chris ate 
heartily. His spirits remained high, and he refused to let 
Lynnette become disheartened. After the meal they had 
coffee in the parlor, and Chris asked Lynnette to play the 
piano. He wanted only lively tunes. 

Chris bid the ladies good night in the parlor and went 
to his office, where he poured himself a large snifter of 
brandy. He needed a drink badly. Now that he was alone 
his cheerful demeanor disappeared, for it had merely been 
a facade to keep up the ladies’ spirits. Chris dreaded the 
war and wished it had never been declared. Unlike a lot 
of his comrades, he wasn’t eager to fight the Yankees. Not 
that he was a coward; he was simply opposed to any con- 
flict that would disrupt his life. Tall Oaks was very im- 
portant to him and he didn’t want to leave it, even though 
he believed the war would only last two or three months. 
And he hated leaving Tana. The war couldn’t have come 
at a worse time; he was just now making headway with 
Tana, and his leaving would most likely undo the progress 
he had made. Once he was out of her sight, he’d probably 
be out of her mind as well. 

A knock sounded at the door. “Come in,” he called. 

Lynnette entered, closing the door behind her. “Chris, 
we must talk.” 

“Certainly,” he said, indicating the chair facing the desk. 


- 
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He waited until she was seated, then asked, “Would you 
like a sherry?” 

She shook her head. “No, thank you.” 

He sat down behind the desk and faced his sister. 
“What’s on your mind?” 

“You and Michelle.” 

He arched a brow. “Go on.” 

“You cannot leave here without deepening your relation- 
ship with her.” 

“How can I do that? She's still infatuated with Brent 
Sheldon.” 

Lynnette regarded her brother suspiciously. “I think 
you're using Mr. Sheldon as an excuse to put off courting 
her. What are you afraid of, Chris? Do you fear rejection, 
or are you afraid of losing Tana?” 

“That's ridiculous! Tana has nothing to do with Michelle 
and me! She's a slave!” 

“Not to you she isn’t! For your sake | would find a 
way to get rid of her.” 

He shot out of his chair and darted around the desk to 
his sister’s side. She was shocked by the fury on his face. 
“I'm warning you, Lynnette, leave Tana alone! And keep 
your nose out of my business!” 

She broke into tears. 

He was instantly contrite. “Lynnette, let’s not quarrel on 
my last night at home.” 

“Oh, Chris, I do love you so very much!” she sobbed. 
“I don’t want to quarrel either.” 

Going to the liquor cabinet, he poured a glass of sherry. 
“Here; drink this,” he said, handing it to her. 

“Chris, surely you realize I’m only interested in what's 
best for you,” she murmured. 

“I know,” he replied soothingly. “Don’t worry, Lynnette. 
I'll pursue Michelle, but this isn’t the right time. It'll have 
to wait until after the war.” 

“But what if Brent comes back into her life?” 
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“If he does, I don’t think it will do him any good. Al- 
though this war probably won’t last all that long, we are 
sure to lose many brave Confederate soldiers, men who 
are Michelle’s neighbors and friends. When that happens 
she"ll begin to see Sheldon as the true enemy he is. Her 
loyalty to the South will be stronger than her infatuation.” 

“Brent might be killed in battle.” 

“Yes, that’s a distinct possibility,” he agreed, albeit re- 
luctantly, for he liked Sheldon. 

Hoping the sherry would help her sleep, Lynnette 
downed it as though it were whiskey. “I'll see you in the 
morning. Don’t stay up too late; you need a good night's 
rest.” 

When Chris was alone again he replenished his brandy, 
returned to his chair, and sank into deep thought. His mind 
dwelled on many different things, but mostly it lingered 
on Tana. 


Chris had remained“in his office drinking for over an 
hour, and he was feeling the effects of the brandy as he 
left the room. His head was spinning as he made his way 
down the hall and paused at the bottom of the spiral stair- 
way. He considered climbing the stairs, going to his room, 
and calling it a night. He climbed two steps before chang- 
ing his mind, and with a brusque gesture he headed toward 
the kitchen and out the back door. Tana had moved back 
into the rear quarters. He went there, standing in the night 
and calling her name. 

Tana wasn’t asleep and she reacted instantly. Bounding 
from her cot, she slipped into her cotton dress, then put 
on her shoes. The quarters resembled a dormitory, and the 
other female residents watched Tana as, answering her 
master’s summons, she moved quickly down the aisle be- 
tween the two rows of cots. The moment she disappeared 
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outside, the others grouped together to whisper and specu- 
late. 

“Masta Chris, why are you here?” Tana asked, standing 
before him. 

The night was cloudless and a luminous three-quarter 
moon bathed the land in a soft golden hue. As Chris gazed 
down into Tana’s enchanting face, his heart ached to love 
her completely. 

“I’m a little drunk,” he murmured. “I probably shouldn’t 
be here. When a man’s inebriated he sometimes forgets him- 
self.” 

Amused, she said, “Masta Chris, I don’t think you're 
that drunk.” 

He grinned back at her. “You're right, as always.” 

“Let’s take a walk,” she suggested. “It will help you 
relax.” 

They headed in the direction of the river, and when 
Chris slipped his hand into hers she didn’t try to dissuade 
him. They drifted into an easy conversation, and Chris 
found himself telling Tana things he had never told another 
woman. He spoke about his father squandering his 
mother’s inheritance, the years he had spent failing to make 
his own fortune, how much he had grown to love Tall 
Oaks. ; 

Reaching the river, they walked onto the dock and sat 
down on the edge. Removing her shoes, Tana dipped her 
feet into the water. 

“Tall Oaks means everything to you, doesn’t it?” she 
asked. 

“Well, not everything, but it means a hell of a lot. It 
used to mean everything to me, but that was before you 
came into my life.” 

“Masta Chris, maybe you only want me because you 
haven't had me. If we were lovers, you'd probably grow 
tired of me.” 

He answered her honestly. “I don’t think so. You see, 
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it's not only your body that I admire, but you yourself. 
I’m happiest when I’m with you.” 

“But I'm colored.” 

“] don’t think of you that way. Maybe it’s because you're 
schooled—and don’t tell me you aren't. Or maybe it’s be- 
cause you're so lovely and sensitive.” 

“Or maybe it’s just human nature to want what you can’t 
have.” 

“That's not it!” he said sharply. “Damn it, Tana, why 
can’t you believe that I honestly care for you?” 

She compromised. “Maybe you do care, but I want 
more from life than to give myself to a man who simply 
cares. | want a husband and children.” 

“Children I can give you, but I can never be your hus- 
band.” 

“I know that.” She reached out and touched his arm. 
“Forget about me, Masta Chris.” 

“| don’t think I can!” he groaned. 

“You'll have to sooner or later. When you marry Miz 
Michelle you’ll have no other choice.” 

“Who told you we were getting married?” 

“Aren't you?” 

“Yes, someday. Or at least | hope we will. But my feel- 
ings for Michelle have nothing to do with us.” 

Tana drew her feet from the water and she slipped on her 
shoes. “Masta Chris, I’m gonna tell you what's in my heart. 
When I’m with you I feel loved, and I’m starved for love. 
Except for my parents you are the only person who has ever 
really cared about me. I thought Elroy cared, but now I know 
he didn’t. But I’m afraid to give in to my heart and turn to 
you. I like livin’ here, and I don’t want to be sold. My other 
mistress had me sold because she thought I wanted her man. 
If 1 get involved with you and Miz Michelle finds out, the 
same thing will happen to me again.” 

She started to get up, but he caught her arm and de- 
tained her. “Tana, you'll never be sold.” 
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“You don’t know that.” 

“Don’t turn me away . . . please!” he said huskily. 

She came very close to giving in, for she longed to feel 
his arms about her. In his embrace she knew she would 
feel needed and loved. But she mustered her last bit of 
strength and resisted the urge to surrender. He was still 
holding her arm and, drawing free, she leapt to her feet. 

“May God keep you safe, Masta Chris!” she cried, and 
then, before he could stop her, she fled from the dock and 
down the narrow path that led back to the house. 

He almost went after her, but he decided it would do 
no good and stayed where he was. He sat on the dock for 
over an hour before finally returning to the house, where 
he took a bottle of brandy with him to his room. 


It was two in the morning when Louella, alone in her 
cabin, came awake. She sat up in bed and cocked an ear. 
She wondered if a noise had roused her, but as she con- 
tinued to listen for a sound, she heard only silence. 

She lay back down, drew up the blanket, and wished 
Jeremiah was with her. But tonight he was sleeping in his 
own cabin. He had a severe cold and, not wanting her to 
catch it, he had decided they should sleep apart. 

Louella soon drifted back into a deep slumber. 

Out back, Yancey was busy splashing kerosene over the 
cabin’s wooden planks. Earlier, he had accidentally hit the 
metal can against the cabin, which had brought Louella 
awake. Afraid the sound might have awakened her, Yancey 
had remained perfectly still. When no lights came on in- 
side he was certain he hadn’t been discovered. 

Yancey, who also belonged to the militia, was leaving 
in the morning. He had decided that now was the perfect 
time to get rid of Louella, When the back of the cabin 
was thoroughly soaked he reached into his pocket and 
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brought out a match. As it flared into life, its glow illu- 
minated the evil grin on Yancey’s thick-jowled, fleshy face. 

“Burn, you witch!” he grumbled, dropping the match 
onto a stream of kerosene, which ignited immediately. He 
watched as the fire moved to the cabin, climbed up the 
saturated planks, and burst into a ball of flame. 

Anxious now to get away as quickly as possible, he 
turned about and ran for the woods, where he had left his 
horse. He took the empty kerosene can with him, for he 
didn’t intend to leave behind any evidence that would tie 
him to the fire. Michelle and the others would undoubtedly 
assume that it had been an accident. They would most 
likely blame it on Louella’s negligence, perhaps in leaving 
a fire in the stove. 

Reaching his horse, he mounted as swiftly as his huge 
body would allow. He looked back toward the cabin, but 
the trees blocked his view, though they weren’t tall enough 
to conceal the red glow that was now burning so strongly 
that it lit up the night sky. 

Laughing and feeling very proud of himself, Yancey 
slapped the reins against his horse and headed back toward 
town. 


Vineteen 


Michelle managed to fall asleep shortly after going to 
bed. The last weeks of insomnia had taken their toll and, 
fatigued, she drifted easily into slumber. 

Hours later she was awakened by the plantation’s fire 
bell. The loud, ominous clanging sent her bolting out of 
bed. Grabbing her dressing gown, she threw it on as she 
slipped her feet into a pair of house shoes. She flung open 
the door and raced into the hall, where she almost collided 
with Chris and Lynnette. The three hurried downstairs and 
found Addie in the foyer, standing in the open doorway. 
She had just finished speaking to a field hand. 

“Lord have mercy!” Addie told them, her eyes wide 
with fright. “Louella’s cabin is on fire!” 

Michelle's heart lurched and, sweeping past the servant, 
she ran outside. Lynnette stayed at the house, but, Chris 
followed her, catching up to her just as she reached the 
slave quarters. 

The sight confronting them was more horrible than any 
nightmare they could have encountered—Louella’s small — 
cabin was a mass of flames. Michelle saw Jeremiah kneel- 
ing on the ground, watching the burning inferno, Big Luke 
standing beside him. The other slaves, including Joseph, 
were gathered in the distance. They had formed a bucket 
brigade, but the fire was now out of control and they had 
stopped their efforts. Several of the women were wailing, — 
but others were too shocked to mourn. ; 
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Stumbling to Jeremiah, Michelle knelt at his side. His 
face was blistered and his hair and eyebrows were singed. 
He looked at his mistress with abject misery. “I tried to 
save her, ma’am! I tried to go right through them flames, 
but Big Luke, he pulled me back and wouldn’t let me go!” 

“Louella was inside?” she asked shakily. “She didn’t 
get out?” 

“She’s dead!” he cried, his voice breaking pathetically. 
“If only I’s stayed with her tonight! God, if only I's 

| Bate 


Michelle stood upright, but her knees trembled so badly 
that she swayed. Louella dead? The words screamed through 
her mind and slammed into her heart. The fire bell was no 
longer clanging, but a constant ringing reverberated in her 
ears, and the ground was spinning beneath her feet. A black 
curtain dropped before her eyes, and for the first time in 
her life Michelle fainted. 

Big Luke caught her before she fell and lifted her into 
his powerful arms. He stood cradling her against his chest. 

“I'll take her,” Chris said, holding out his arms. 

Big Luke handed her over. 

Chris carried her back to the house. Lynnette was on 
the porch, along with Tana and the other house servants. 

“What happened to Michelle?” Lynnette asked. “Is she 
injured?” 

“No, she just fainted.” He looked at Tana. “Come with 
me; your mistress will need you.” 

Tana followed Chris as he carried Michelle into the 
house, up the stairs and to her room, where he placed her 
gently on the bed. The door was open, and light from the 
hall filtered inside, casting shadows on the walls. 

“Tana,” Chris began, “I don’t know if you're aware of 
this, but Michelle loved Louella very much.” 

“Is Louella dead?” she asked. 

“Yes, she is. When Michelle comes to she'll need our 
sympathy and support.” 
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“Masta Chris,” Tana began, regarding him with wonder, 
“1 don’t understand you. Sometimes you can be so kind; 
then, other times . . .” 

“Go on,” he said. 

“You're good to me, and you treat the house servants 
fairly, but the field hands, you rule them as though they 
have no feelings.” 

“I have never abused a slave.” 

“No, but you never stopped Yancey from doing it.” 

“Tana, a plantation cannot survive if the field hands are 
coddled. Yancey was a demanding overseer, but he got the 
job done.” He fanned his hands with an impatient air. “I 
could never make you understand the workings of a plan- 
tation.” 

“No, sir,” she replied firmly. “Nor could I ever make 
you understand that you are wrong.” 

He eyed her suspiciously. “It’s Yancey, isn’t it? He's the 
feal reason why you keep rejecting me. Do you hate me 
for hiring him?” 

She looked deeply into his eyes. Hate him? Absolutely 
not! In fact, with each passing day her feelings softened. 
She wasn’t in love with him—at least not in the same way 
she had loved Elroy. It was Chris’s love for her that drew 
her like a magnet. “I don’t hate you, Masta Chris,” she 
finally replied. “Don’t ever think that.” 

Chris, letting the discussion dissolve, lit the bedside 
lamp, then looked down at Michelle. A wayward curl was 
draped across her brow, and he brushed it gently back in 
place. 

Tana had watched his tender gesture and suddenly won- 
dered how deep his feelings ran for Michelle. “Do you 
love Miz Michelle?” she asked. Had Addie been right? — 
Were his feelings for her nothing more than lust? | 

It was a moment before Chris replied, “Yes, I love 
Michelle, but I’m not in love with her.” 

She believed him. “But you still intend to marry her?” 
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“Of course. Love is not a necessary ingredient in a suc- 
cessful marriage.” 

Michelle, fighting her way back to consciousness, 
moaned softly. Chris and Tana looked on as she left peace- 
ful oblivion to return to heartbreaking reality. 

“God!” she cried weakly. “Louella! . . . Oh, Louella!” 
Now lucid, she noticed Chris and Tana. With tears stream- 
ing down her face, she turned to Chris and asked. “Is 
Louella really gone?” 

He took her hand into his and answered somberly, “Yes, 
my dear.” 

Lynnette entered the room, followed by Addie, who car- 
ried a glass of sherry. Taking the drink, Lynnette moved to 
Michelle and said, “Drink this. You need it.” 

Sitting up and leaning back against the headboard, 
Michelle waved the glass aside. 

But Lynnette was determined. “The sherry will help you 
relax. I insist you drink it.” 

Michelle took the glass and downed its contents. The 
liquor had a soothing effect. Her gaze swept over the oth- 
ers; she could see they were sincerely distressed. Although 
she appreciated their concern, she wanted them to go away. 
She felt as though they were suffocating her. 

“I want to be alone,” she murmured. “Please.” 

“I don’t think you should,” Lynnette protested. 

“T'll be all right.” 

Chris took his sister’s arm and urged her toward the 
door. “Let’s do as she wishes.” 

They left, followed by the others. 

Michelle got out of bed. Her knees were still weak, and 
she had to grasp the nightstand to keep from falling. 
Slowly her strength returned and, moving to a window, she 
gazed blankly into the night. Her room faced the front of 
the house, and from this point she couldn’t see the slave 
quarters. A terrible sense of loneliness washed over her. 
Brent was gone, and now she had lost Louella. The hope 
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that someday Brent would return was very real, but, dear 
God, she would never again see Louella! She felt sick to 
her very soul. Excruciating pain, as sharp as a knife, sliced 
into her heart. 

Turning away from the window, she left the room and 
moved down the servants’ stairway. She was thankful to 
find the kitchen unoccupied, for she knew if Addie or any- 
one else saw her, they would insist that she not leave the 
house. 

Going out the back door, Michelle returned to the slave 
quarters. Louella’s cabin, burned to the ground, was now 
a heap of smoldering ashes and charred debris. Everyone 
except Big Luke had gone to their cabins, and he, poised 
in front of the simmering ruins, stood as still as a statue. 

He wasn’t aware of Michelle’s presence until she touched 
his arm. He jumped as though he had been stung. “You 
shouldn’t be here, ma’am,” he said gently. 

A pounding sounded in the distance. “What's that 
noise?” she asked. 

“James, the carpenter, is makin’ a casket for Louella.” 

A hurtful sob rose in her throat. “Tell him I want it to 
be oak.” 

Big Luke was surprised. “But only white folks get oak. 
We slaves get pine caskets.” 

“I said, | want oak!” She spoke more sharply than she 
had intended, and was immediately sorry. “Forgive me. I 
didn’t mean to raise my voice.” 

At first he was too shocked to respond—never in his 
life had a white person offered him an apology. Then, as 
his shock waned somewhat, he stammered, “Mistress, 
when them . . . them ruins cool down, I'll . . . I'll get 
Louella out of there.” 

Somehow, Michelle had managed not to envision 
Louella’s body buried beneath the smoldering debris, but 
now the vision flashed horribly before her mind. She 
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couldn’t stand it! She had to get away from here! “Where's 
Jeremiah?” she asked. 

“In his cabin.” 

Going to Jeremiah’s home, she knocked on his door. 

“Go away,” she heard him mumble from inside. 

“Jeremiah, please let me in.” 

The door was opened quickly. “I’s sorry, ma’am,” Jere- 
miah said. “I didn’t know it was you.” 

“May I come in?” 

“Yes’m,” he replied, stepping aside for her to enter. 

The blisters on his face looked painful. “Do you have 
any salve?” she asked. 

“Salve?” he repeated woodenly. 

“For your face.” 

“No, ma’am, but I gots some lard.” He moved to his 
dish cabinet, where there was a full can. Opening it, he 
dipped his fingers inside and rubbed the fatty grease over 
his forehead, cheeks, and chin. 

“Jeremiah, I don’t know if lard will do much good. 
There’s salve at the house; have Addie . . .” 

He interrupted, “Lard’s fine, ma’am.” He turned back 
to Michelle, and the white grease smeared across his face 
lent him a ghostlike appearance. “I cain’t believe Louella’s 
gone!” he moaned. 

“Neither can I,” Michelle whispered. 

Jeremiah suddenly seemed uncomfortable. “Why is you 
here, ma’am? Does you want somethin’?” 

What was she doing here? She wasn’t sure. “I guess I 
just wanted to be sure you're all right.” 

“T's be okay. Louella, she'd want me to be strong. You, 
too, ma’am. She'd want you to be strong.” 

“Yes, I know.” She waited a moment, then said, “I loved 
her, Jeremiah.” 

“She loved you, too. She loved you a powerful lot.” 

His words brought Louella’s gentle face to mind, and 
the vision tore into her ruthlessly. Turning about, she fled 
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from Jeremiah’s cabin as suddenly as she had fled from 
Big Luke. 

She didn’t head toward home, but instead, raced in the 
direction of the river. Her flight was heedless, and she 
stumbled several times, once, actually falling to the ground 
and skinning her knees. 

She ran headlong onto the dock; then, reaching the edge, 
she sank onto the wooden planks as though every last bit 
of energy had drained from her body. 

Lying back and rolling onto her stomach, she cradled 
her head on her folded arms and released heart-wrenching 
sobs. Alone, surrounded by the sounds of nocturnal crea- 
tures, Michelle wept deeply for the woman she had loved 
like a mother. 


Louella’s burial took place early the next morning. Six 
male slaves carried the oak casket to the cemetery that lay 
far beyond the house. The well-manicured grounds were 
bordered by mammoth oaks and towering maples. A picket 
fence separated the white folks’ graves from the slaves’. 

Michelle stood beside Lynnette and listened inattentively 
as Chris read from the Bible. Every slave at Tall Oaks was 
present, standing a short distance back from their owners. 
The women’s weeping was carried through the air by a 
brisk morning breeze. Jeremiah stood apart, shouldering 
his sorrow alone. 

Michelle was afraid she might scream with grief as the 
casket was lowered into the freshly dug earth. When the 
dreadful sound of dirt falling on wood reached her ears 
she whirled about and hurried away from the horrible thud- 
ding that represented the end of Louella’s life. 

She was sitting on the porch when Chris, Lynnette, and 
the house servants returned. That Tana wasn’t with them 
escaped Michelle’s notice. The servants went inside, but 
Lynnette and Chris remained on the porch. 
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Michelle admired Chris’s appearance. When war had 
been officially declared he had been promoted to captain, 
and this morning he was dressed in his uniform. He looked 
very handsome indeed. 

“When are you leaving?” Michelle asked him. 

“Now. If not for Louella’s funeral, | would already be 
gone.” 

As though his words had conjured up a young stable 
hand, he suddenly appeared, leading Chris’s horse. 

Lynnette, knowing her brother would be gone within 
minutes, felt as though her heart was literally sinking. 
“Write to us often, Chris,” she pleaded. 

“I will. I promise.” He looked around for Tana, but she 
was nowhere in sight. He was disappointed, for he had 
wanted to see her again before leaving. 

Joseph came outside, carrying his master’s carpetbag. 
Taking it, Chris secured it on his horse. 

Lynnette and Michelle had followed him down the porch 
steps, and he hugged Michelle firmly before embracing 
his sister. “This war will be over in two, three months at 
the most,” he said with confidence. “You two will be fine 
while I’m gone.” 

He swung into the saddle and again his gaze searched 
vainly for Tana. 

“Take care!” Lynnette told him, tears spilling down her 
cheeks, 

“I love you both,” he said; then, slapping the reins against 
his horse’s neck, he took off at a gallop. 

Lynnette was sobbing, and Michelle absently draped an 
arm about the woman's trembling shoulders. 

Michelle watched silently as Chris rode down the oak- 
bordered lane. 


Tana had run nonstop through the woods, and by the 
time she reached the road she was out of breath. Spotting 
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a fallen log, she sat down to wait for Chris. She knew he 
would soon ride by on his way to Montgomery, and she 
intended to waylay him. She hadn't wanted to say good- 
bye to him in front of the others. She preferred that their 
last moment together be private. : 

She heard the sound of horse’s hooves and, jumping to 
her feet, she darted into the road. : 

Tana’s presence on the road came as a total surprise to 
Chris. He reined in sharply, causing his horse to practically 
skid to a stop. Leaping from the saddle, he hurried to Tana 
and swept her into his arms. “Tana!” he groaned thickly. 
“I thought I wasn’t going to see you!” 

She leaned into his embrace, and when he bent his head 
to kiss her she met his lips halfway. Locking her hands 
about his neck, she responded fervently. 

“Tana,” he whispered. “I love you.” That he had fallen 
in love with a slave girl did not surprise him. Resigned, 
he simply accepted what he could not change. 

“I know you love me, Masta Chris,” she murmured in 
his ear, and her warm breath stirred his passion. 

He waited, hoping she would say that she loved him, 
too, but when she said no more, he kissed her with a 
demanding force. 

“Make love to me,” Tana said softly, surprising even 
herself. But she didn’t want to retract the words, for mak- 
ing love with Chris suddenly became all-important. 

“Are you sure that’s what you want?” he asked, startled 
by her request. 

“I’ve never had a man, and I want you to be my first.” 

“Why me?” 

“Because you love me,” she answered simply. 

Chris needed no more persuasion. Lifting her into his 
arms, he carried her into the woods. Finding a grassy area 
beneath a tall oak, he knelt and laid her down gently. Her 
arms beckoned to him, and as his body covered her his 
lips seized hers passionately. 
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Tana, returning his ardor, ignored the voice in the back 
of her mind that told her this was wrong. She didn’t love 
Chris; she was only responding to his feelings for her. She 
should save herself for Elroy; someday he might come 
back to her. Resolutely, she cast the voice from her mind. 
Elroy was never coming back. He didn’t love her, but 
Masta Chris did. And she needed love like a flower needed 
rain. She felt as though she would wither up and die if 
she didn’t open her heart to Chris. 

Chris longed to remove her clothes and admire her na- 
ked flesh, but the woods didn’t offer enough security. If 
they should hear footsteps approaching, Tana might not 
have time to dress before being discovered. 

Moving to kneel at her side, he drew her cotton dress 
up to her waist; then, grasping her undergarment, he slid 
it past her hips and down her legs. His eyes feasted upon 
the dark triangle between her silky thighs; then, within a 
fevered groan, his mouth came down on hers. 

His kiss sent hot desire swirling through her and she 
moaned aloud with pleasure. 

Chris’s passion was now soaring and, leaning up, he un- 
did his belt and slipped his trousers and undershorts past 
his hips. 

He was fully aroused and, as he moved between her 
legs, she spread them wide apart to welcome his penetra- 
tion. Kissing her with ravenous hunger, he buried his hard- 
ness deep inside her and stole her innocence. 

The sharp, fleeting pain almost took her breath away, 
and for a moment she stiffened against him. But then, as 
the pain was supplanted by a feeling of ecstasy, she relaxed 
and drew him tightly to her. 

He began thrusting against her, and her hips instinctively 
understood his rhythm. Clinging, Tana matched his quick 
strokes, their bodies coming together perfectly. 

Grasping her legs, he placed them about his waist. Fol- 
lowing several more deep, rapid strokes, combined with 
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heated kisses, he took her to love's plateau, where they 
both experienced wondrous sensations. 

He kissed her long and hard before standing and draw- 
ing up his trousers. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, 
he handed it to her. She used it to wipe the blood that 
had dried between her legs. Then, slipping on her under- 
garment, she accepted Chris’s proffered hand. He quickly 
drew her to her feet and into his arms. 

“Thank you, Tana,” he murmured. “You've given me a 
wonderful memory to treasure. I only wish you had come 
to me out of love instead of gratitude.” 

“Then you know how I feel?” 

“Yes, I do. I guess I have always known. | just never 
admitted it to myself until now.” 

She seemed crestfallen. 

“Don’t look so sad. It’s not your fault. You can’t make 
yourself love someone.” 

“But maybe I can learn to love you,” she said with 


He smiled gently. “Perhaps.” He placed a light kiss on 
her lips. “But I'll go to my grave loving you, Tana.” 

His words brought emotional tears to her eyes. 

“Tana, remember that night when I had you come to 
my room?” 

“Yes, | remember.” 

“I treated you roughly that night. I’m sorry.” 

“You threatened to have me lashed. I believed you at 
the time, but now I know you didn’t mean it.” 

“I’ve never ordered a woman whipped. I just wanted to 
scare you into silence.” 

“That’s all past now; let’s forget it.” She stepped back, 
looked him over, and changed the subject. “You're very 
handsome in your uniform.” 

“Thank you, Tana.” He shifted his weight from one foot 
to the other. “I have to go; I’m already late. I should have 
reported two hours ago.” 
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“T understand. I won’t keep you.” 

Suddenly he pulled her into his arms and kissed her 
with deep longing. Then, releasing her without warning, 
he hurried back to the road, mounted his horse, and was 


gone. 

Tana, her feelings jumbled, started slowly for home. 
Now that the romantic interlude was behind her, she grew 
worried. What if Michelle were to find out? Would she 
order her sold? 


Twenty 


Brent, now a captain in the Union Army, entered Col. 
Smith’s office. The man welcomed him with a big smile 
and a firm handshake; then, giving him a brandy, he asked 
him to take a seat. 

Easing into the chair that faced the colonel’s desk, Brent 
sat a little stiffly, for he was uncomfortable with the situ- 
ation. He had no idea why Smith had sent for him, and 
not knowing the reason why he was here had him a bit 
worried. 

Brent had been in the army for three weeks and had 
suddenly received orders to report to Col. Smith in Wash- 
ington D.C. So far he hadn’t seen action, though he was 
impatient to do his part to end the war. The sooner the 
conflict was over, the sooner he would be reunited with 
Michelle. 

As the colonel moved to his own chair, Brent absently 
brushed a piece of lint from his blue jacket. 

The officer cleared his throat and shifted anxiously in 
his leather chair; he was evidently ill at ease. “Captain 
Sheldon,” he began, “I am well-acquainted with your un- 
cle, John Stephens.” 

Brent was suddenly concerned. “Has something hap- 
pened to him?” 

“No, he’s fine. I saw him just a few days ago when he 
was in Washington. He only stayed a day, then returned 
to New Orleans. The trip was a dangerous undertaking, 
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but he’s cautious and levelheaded. He knows what he’s 
doing.” 

“Why did you send for me? Does it have anything to 
do with John?” 

The colonel ran his fingers through his gray-streaked 
beard, lowered his gaze from Brent’s and then raised it 
again. “John and I discussed you in depth. He filled me 
in on your relationship with Michelle Beauclair, and told 
me about the gold that is buried on her property.” 

Brent tensed. “Exactly why am I here, Colonel Smith?” 

“Captain, it is imperative that we confiscate that gold. 
And we must do it soon. John said that he is quite certain 
that only four people know its exact location: Louis Beau- 
clair, his son Lazare, Chris Copeland, and Miss Beauclair. 
Louis and Lazare have gone to Cuba, so it is impossible 
to learn the gold’s location from them. Copeland is in the 
army, so that leaves Miss Beauclair.” 

Anger flickered in Brent’s eyes. “Excuse me, sir, but 
you still haven't told me what you want from me.” He 
was sure he wasn’t going to like the answer. 

This time the colonel met his gaze without wavering. 
“I want you to find out where the gold is buried so it can 
be confiscated.” 

“I won’t do it!” he replied firmly. 

“John warned me that this might be your reaction. Cap- 
tain, I can’t order you to carry out this mission. However, 
I will tell you in no uncertain terms that we will confiscate 
that gold. If you refuse to help us, other measures will be 
taken. Ones, | might add, that could endanger Miss Beau- 
clair.” 

“You can’t be serious! She’s a woman!” 

“This is war, Captain. We cannot draw the line simply 
because we are dealing with a female. She is hiding Con- 
federate gold that is crucial to this war. If the South uses 
this gold to buy munitions, it will cost our army countless 
lives. My superiors and I cannot—will not—allow that to 
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happen. I understand your concern for Miss Beauclair, and 
that is why I sent for you. If you are truly in love with 
her, then you can ensure her well-being. Take this assign- 
ment and learn the gold’s location. That way, you are in 
charge. Refuse, and... and . . .” He shrugged somberly. 
“Well, I can’t guarantee her safety.” 

“This war has put us on opposing sides. What makes 
you think she’ll tell me where the gold is buried?” 

“I’ve considered that, and after giving it a lot of thought 
I’ve come up with a plan that might work.” 

Brent’s expression was skeptical. 

“You will return to Tall Oaks and tell Miss Beauclair 
that you have decided against joining the Union Army. 
Your excuse? You don’t want to be her enemy.” 

“I’m sorry to spoil your plan,” he said somewhat bit- 
terly, “but last week I sent her a letter, telling her that I 
had joined the army.” 

The colonel pulled out a desk drawer, reached inside, 
and removed an envelope. “Are you referring to this let- 
ter?” he asked, holding it up for Sheldon to see. 

“How did you get that?” Brent demanded angrily. 

“Never mind,” he said, handing it over. “If you still 
want to mail it, then do so. I won't try to stop you. But 
before you send it, please weigh the possible repercus- 
sions.” 

Brent glanced down at the envelope. It was still sealed. 
That it hadn’t been read placated him to some degree. 
“You apparently confiscated my letter before your meeting 
with John. Therefore, you already knew about my relation- 
ship with Michelle.” 

“That's true. For months your uncle and | have kept in 
touch through a messenger. This war didn’t pop up out of 
nowhere, you know. It was imminent for some time. John 
has been helping the Union for quite awhile. He notified 
us about the gold the day it was buried. He also told us 
about you and Miss Beauclair. We were hopeful that 
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through you we would find the gold, and that it could be 
taken without anyone being hurt.” He held up his palms, 
as though warding off a possible conflict. “But, of course, 
if you refuse to help, then Miss Beauclair could very well 
find herself in grave danger.” 

Brent knew the colonel had backed him into a corner. 
“Let’s say I do decide to return to Tall Oaks and tell 
Michelle I’m not joining the army. She isn’t going to sud- 
denly fall into my arms and tell me where the gold is 
buried.” 

“The woman is in love with you,” the colonel replied 
impatiently. “She trusts you. Use that trust to your advan- 
tage and find the gold. Your relationship with Miss Beau- 
clair is a private matter. You certainly don’t want me telling 
you how to obtain the information.” 

“No, I certainly don’t!” he agreed, his tone sharp. “But, 
my God, you surely must realize what you are asking.” 

“I’m sorry, Captain Sheldon. | really am, but the lives 
of Union soldiers are at stake. I think your conscience will 
agree with me.” 

Brent didn’t argue. Lives were important to him—most 
of all Michelle’s, which drove him to say, “If I take this 
assignment and learn where the gold is hidden, how do I 
go about stealing it?” 

Colonel Smith smiled triumphantly to himself. John had 
been right; Sheldon’s love for Miss Beauclair overruled all 
objections. “Once you learn the gold’s location, contact 
John. He’ll know what to do next.” 

“And when the gold has been confiscated . . . ?” 

“John will see you safely across enemy lines.” 

Brent finished his brandy, stuffed the envelope into his 
pocket, got up, and went to the colonel’s liquor cabinet. 
He poured himself another drink, which he quaffed down 
neat. He stood uncertainly for a moment, as though he 
was undecided if he should return to his chair or flee from 
the room. Finally he turned and faced the colonel. 
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“Once the gold is confiscated and I'm gone,” Brent be- 
gan, “Michelle will know that | betrayed her.” 

“Yes, I’m afraid so,” he replied softly. 

“Damn!” Brent cursed miserably. “Why don’t you just 
ask me to cut out her heart? She'd find it less painful.” 

“I’m sorry,” Smith murmured. “Remember, Captain, 
you don’t have to take this assignment.” 

“Don’t 1?” he asked. “What other choice do I have? 
You made the alternative quite clear! Damn you, damn 
John, and damn this war!” 

The colonel got stiffly to his feet. “Captain Sheldon, 
considering the circumstances I’m going to overlook your 
insubordination. However, don’t push me too far!” 

“I’m sorry, Colonel, but I think I’m the one who has 
been pushed to the limit.” 

“Maybe so. But, nevertheless, | demand that you conduct 
yourself like an officer. Now, Captain, I need an answer 
from you. Do you officially accept this mission or not?” 

“Yes, sir, I accept.” 

Brent couldn’t have looked more wretched if he had just 
accepted a fate worse than death. 


Michelle, closeted inside the office, closed the heavy 
ledger and got wearily to her feet. Moving out from behind 
the desk, she went to the patio doors, opened them, and 
welcomed the afternoon breeze that drifted refreshingly 
across her face. She had spent the last few hours taking 
care of paperwork. It was a tedious job, and one that 
wasn’t to her liking. Not that she couldn’t do it correctly; 
she simply preferred a more active task. Sitting hours at 
a desk was too confining. 

She walked outside, went to the front porch, sat in the 
swing, and swayed gently back and forth. As usual her 
thoughts wandered to Brent. He had been gone over six 
weeks now, Certain she would soon get a letter from him, 
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she had started sending Peter, the coachman, to Mont- 
gomery to check the mail. Again, today, he had come back 
empty-handed. 

Brent was never far from her thoughts and neither was 
Louella. Three weeks had gone by since the fire, and with 
each passing day Michelle found it easier to deal with her 
grief. But the pain was still acute, and she hadn’t stopped 
crying. Often, when she least expected it, a memory of 
Louella would come to mind, causing tears to flood and 
her heart to ache. 

Addie’s sons, who had been down the lane playing ball, 
suddenly raced to the house, yelling in unison, “Someone's 
comin’, Miz Michelle!” 

She got up and moved to the porch steps, watching as 
a lone rider approached. She didn’t recognize the man, and 
wondered who he was and why he was calling. 

Bringing his horse to a stop, the visitor dismounted, 
tipped his hat, and said genially, “How do you do, 
ma’am?” 

“Fine, thank you.” Her brow wrinkled thoughtfully; 
upon closer observation the stranger seemed vaguely fa- 
miliar, but she still couldn’t place him. 

“I have arrived at Tall Oaks, 1 assume?” 

“Yes, you have.” 

Moving lithely, he climbed the porch steps and said, 
“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Victor Craw- 
ford. I'm looking for Lynnette Beauclair.” 

Michelle inhaled sharply. Victor Crawford! Recalling the 
day she had seen his picture, she suddenly realized why 
he looked familiar. “Welcome to Tall Oaks,” she said po- 
litely. “I am Michelle Beauclair.” She waved a hand toward 
the door. “Please, come inside.” 

He waited for her to precede him, then followed her 
into the foyer and to the parlor. His gaze appreciated the 
room's expensive elegance. Lynnette had certainly married 
well. 


262 Rochelle Wayne 


Michelle’s eyes swept over him slowly. His tall, well- 
muscled frame was complemented by his swarthy good 
looks. He sported a short, trim beard that was as black as 
his full head of hair. Silver streaks dappled his temples, 
and the result lent him a distinguished aura. Although he 
was years older than the picture she had seen of him, he 
didn’t really seem to have aged that much. She thought 
him a very attractive gentleman. 

“I think Lynnette is in her room,” Michelle told him. 
She indicated the sofa. “Please be seated. I'll send her to 
you.” 

“Thank you, Miss Beauclair.” He sat down to wait. 

Michelle turned about as though she was in no great 
hurry, but the moment she was out of Victor's sight she 
lifted the hem of her skirt and fled up the stairs. Craw- 
ford’s sudden appearance was more than she could grasp. 
She wondered what his arrival meant. Could it mean he 
was still in love with Lynnette? 

She moved down the hall swiftly, paused at her step- 
mother’s door, and knocked soundly. 

“Come in,” she heard Lynnette say. 

Michelle drew a deep breath; she was about to deliver 
shocking news. Entering, she found Lynnette sitting on the 
settee, embroidering a pillowcase. 

She smiled at her stepdaughter. “Did you finish your 
work?” 

“Yes, I did.” Michelle moved to the settee. The piece 
was wide enough to hold two people, and she sat on the 
edge. “Lynnette, there is a visitor downstairs. He’s here to 
see you.” 

“Oh? Who is it?” 

“Prepare yourself for a shock.” 

“Michelle, must you be so dramatic? For heaven’s sake, 
tell me who is here.” 

“Victor Crawford.” 


Lynnette’s face turned deathly pale, and she placed a 4 
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hand over her heart, as though it were about to lurch from 
her chest. “Victor!” she managed to gasp. “No! I don’t 
believe it!” 

“It’s him, all right. He hasn’t changed much, judging 
by his picture.” 

“But . . . but why does he want to see me? And... 
and how did he find me?” 

“I don’t know.” 

She stood up shakily. “I . . . I don’t want to talk to 
him. Tell him to leave.” 

Michelle rose to her feet. “Lynnette, you sent him away 
once before. It was a mistake then, and if you do it again, 
you'll be making the same mistake. Lynnette, you are no 
longer a girl under your father’s control. You're a grown 
woman!” 

Lynnette began to pace the room, wringing her hands 
nervously. “You say Victor doesn’t look much different 
than his picture?” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Then he’s still handsome?” 

“Very much so.” 

“] shouldn’t be surprised. Men mature more gracefully 
than women.” She went to her vanity, sat down, and, ex- 
amining her reflection, imagined signs of age that didn’t 
even exist. “I was eighteen years old when Victor last saw 
me. Well, I’m no longer that young girl.” 

“Lynnette, Victor is still a good-looking man; however, 
you are also very attractive.” 

She patted her hair, arranged stylishly, as though it were 
out of place. “Do you think he'll find me . . . pleasing?” 

Michelle smiled. “Of course he will.” 

Lynnette, standing, looked into the mirror and viewed 
her full appearance. Her summer gown defined her firm 
breasts, fit her waist perfectly, and billowed gracefully over 
her petticoats. She opened a jar of paint and dabbed it 
sparingly on her cheeks, then put a drop of perfume behind 
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each ear and on both wrists. She turned to Michelle and 
said with a calmness she didn’t really feel, “Actually, it 
will be nice to see Victor again. I’m not sure why I acted 
so foolishly.” 

Michelle waved a hand toward the door. “He's waiting.” 

Lynnette left the room, walked down the hall, and de- 
scended the stairs. As she stepped into the parlor, her poise 
was precarious. 

Victor, rising from the sofa, stared at her with an ex- 
pression she couldn’t discern. She looked back at him, 
wishing she knew what he was thinking. Then, as though 
he had read her mind, he said, “I can’t believe you're still 
so incredibly beautiful.” 

“Thank you, Victor.” Her voice was controlled, but her 
poise was growing more shaky by the minute. Although 
Michelle had told her that Victor was still handsome, she 
was unprepared for his good looks. 

“I imagine you are quite shocked by my visit,” Victor 
said. 

“Yes, | certainly am. How did you find me? And why 
are you here?” 

“Finding you was easy. I came back to New Orleans to 
see my family. After all these years I made peace with my 
father. He finally decided to forgive me. I had hoped to 
make amends with your father, too, but I learned that he 
and your mother had passed away.” 

“I suppose your father told you that I married Charles 
Beauclair?” 

“Yes, he did. He also told me that you are a widow.” 

“Why did you come here, Victor?” 

“I was living in Kansas, but when war broke out I left 
to come home and join the army. I am a Southerner—heart 
and soul. Perhaps I shouldn’t have come here, but I wanted 
very much to see you again.” 

“What were you doing in Kansas?” 





“Nothing important; I just happened to end up there. 
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Since leaving home my life has been nomadic. I could 
never find a place where I wanted to settle.” 

“You never married?” 

“I came close a few times, but I either took fright or 
she did.” He offered a carefree smile. 

She suspected he wasn't feeling as nonchalant as he 
sounded. “I’m flattered that you came all the way from 
New Orleans to see me. If I’ve been less than gracious, 
please forgive me. It’s just that seeing you again is such 
a surprise.” 
Victor came close to telling her not to be so concerned 
with good manners, but he held back the urge. He didn’t 
have that right. He sighed with disappointment, for he had 
hoped that Lynnette had changed. As a girl, she had always 
pleased her parents by practicing proper etiquette except 
when she was in his arms and her defenses gave way to 
passion. She had wanted him as fervently as he had desired 
her. Nevertheless, they had controlled their need; they had 
preferred to wait for their wedding night. 

“Now,” she said with feigned lightness, “tell me all 
about yourself. After all, it’s been fourteen years since we 
last saw each other.” 

“Yes, it has been a long time,” he replied, wondering 
how a man could love a woman after so many years. Push- 
ing such a serious thought aside, he began talking about 
his life. He had much on which to elaborate, for thoughts 
of his travels conjured up many interesting tales. 

Lynnette listened raptly, thoroughly entertained; Victor 
had been born with a natural gift for storytelling. 

Time passed quickly, and as the room darkened with late 
afternoon shadows, Lynnette suddenly became aware of the 
hour. “My goodness,” she remarked. “Dinner will be served 
soon. You will stay and dine with us, won’t you?” 

“I'd be honored.” 

“Again, I beseech you to forgive my poor manners. I’ve 
been a terrible hostess. Do you plan to leave for New 
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Orleans tonight? If not, you are more than welcome to 
spend the night here.” : 

“Thank you, Lynnette. But are you sure it won't be too 
much of an imposition?” 

“None at all.” 

“In that case, I graciously accept. However, I don’t in- 
tend to wear out my welcome. I'll leave in the morning.” 

“If you'd like to stay for a few days...” 

“It’s tempting, but I’m anxious to join the army.” 

She went to the doorway and pulled the bell chord, call- 
ing Joseph to the parlor. 

“Mr. Crawford will be our guest for the night,” Lynnette 
told him. “Please show him to the guest room at the top 
of the stairs; then inform Addie that there will be one more 
for dinner.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Joseph replied. 

Victor left with the butler, and the moment she was 
alone Lynnette returned to her chair and sank into it, as 
limp as a rag doll. : 

She covered her face with her hands, completely 
drained; yet, at the same time, she felt rejuvenated. Victor 
had come back into her life! A part of her was thrilled, 
but her more sensible side, suddenly took control. Victor 
Crawford was a proven rogue and there was no reason for 
her to think that he had changed. He was not trustworthy, 
nor did he merit a decent woman’s love. 

“I must not forget what he did to me,” she said aloud. 
“Dueling over a strumpet! He broke my heart, embarrassed 
my family, and shattered my life.” 

She sat up stiffly, her expression set. Victor Crawford 
wasn’t going to charm his way back into her good graces. 
Not now! Not ever! 


Lynnette held up well during dinner, her demeanor 
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poised and gracious. It soon became apparent that Michelle 
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and Victor were comfortable in each other’s company, and 
Lynnette was relieved to let the two dominate the conver- 
sation. But beneath her outward calm she was tense, and 
her stomach was tied in knots. Victor’s reappearance had 
shaken her well-ordered life. 

Coffee was served in the parlor. Michelle drank one cup; 
then, thinking Lynnette and Victor wanted to be alone, she 
made her excuses. 

Lynnette watched her stepdaughter’s departure with mis- 
givings. She wished Michelle had stayed, for she dreaded 
being alone with Victor. What if he should make advances? 
She didn’t quite trust the strength of her willpower, regard- 
less of her determination. 

Victor could see that she was apprehensive. He came to 
sit beside her on the sofa. “Don't look so worried, Lyn- 
nette. | won’t try to seduce you.” 

She eyed him a little sharply. “I see your manners still 
need improvement.” 

“And I see yours are still tied in knots. Even as a girl 
you were always worried about deportment, except when 
we were alone. We had a lot of good times. We laughed, 
played, and when you were in my arms you were wonder- 
fully passionate. Remember?” 

Lynnette remembered all too well. No man, not even 
her husband, had been able to arouse her passion with such 
fire. Charles had been a gentle, considerate lover, and she 
hadn’t really minded sharing his bed, but he had failed to 
bring her passion alive. 

Victor placed a tentative hand on hers, “Did you love 
Charles Beauclair?” he asked. 

She drew her hand away. “He was my husband. Of 
course I loved him.” 

“But did you love him the way you loved me?” 

She bounded angrily to her feet. “You said you weren't 
going to try to seduce me! Sir, you are not a man of your 
word!” 
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He rose and stood beside her. “Lynnette, forget such 
things, can’t you? Listen to me, please. Don’t you remem- 
ber how you longed to leave home? You wanted to free 
yourself from your father’s rigid control. I was even more 
anxious than you, for I knew once we were married, the 
passionate, vivacious, and fun-loving woman inside you 
would finally come to life. Well, here we are, fourteen 
years later, and you are still your father’s daughter! When 
I heard you had married, | was hoping your husband had 
succeeded with you where I had failed. But I see he didn’t 
penetrate that hard shell you inherited from your father.” 

“Who do you think you are?” she returned harshly. 
“You have no right to talk to me like this! Passionate, 
vivacious, and fun-loving? Maybe I could have been all 
those things if you hadn’t shattered my life! If you find 
me cold, then you are the one who made me that way! 
You, and that strumpet you loved so much that you killed 
for her!” 

“I wasn’t in love with her. If you had let me ex- 
plain...” . 

She cut in forcefully. “I didn’t want to hear your excuses 
then, and I don’t want to hear them now!” With a haughty 
toss of her head, she continued in an icy voice, “This 
conversation is over, and so is this evening! Good night, 
Mr. Crawford!” 

She started to leave, but Victor’s hand snaked out, caught 
her wrist, and pulled her roughly into his arms. She stiffened 
against him, but he was not about to be denied and, bending 
his head toward hers, he said huskily, “I’m going to kiss 
you good-bye; then I’m going to leave.” 

His lips seized hers with demanding force. Lynnette 
tried not to respond, but as his mouth continued its sen- 
suous exploration, her defenses crumbled. Suddenly the 
last fourteen years seemed to fade into oblivion. Lacing 
her arms about his neck, she leaned against him and re- 
turned his kiss. 
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He released her without warning, causing her to sway 
unsteadily. A wry smile curled his lips as he murmured, 
“There's still hope for you, Lynnette. If I make it through 
this war, I intend to come back and take up where I just 
left off.” 

Now, free of his overpowering kiss, her armor resur- 
faced. “Don’t bother; it won’t do you any good! You are 
a rogue, a liar, and totally untrustworthy! I believed in you 
once; I won’t make that same mistake again!” 

“Your mistake was not believing in me; your mistake 
was letting your father intimidate you. I'll go to my room 
now, get my things, and leave.” 

“You're still welcome to stay the night.” 

“Thank you, but I’ve changed my mind. | think I should 
leave.” He wheeled about, but suddenly turned back to her, 
“You know, I’ve made love to several women, and every 
time I was with one of them you were on my mind!” He 
turned on his heel and left the room. 

Lynnette was still in the parlor when he came downstairs 
with his carpetbag. She stepped into the foyer and inter- 
cepted him. “Jeremiah’s cabin is next to the blacksmith 
shop. Wake him, and he will saddle your horse.” 

“I can saddle my own horse,” he replied. 

“Very well.” 

His eyes penetrated hers, their expression filled with re- 
gret and lingering memories. “Good-bye, Lynnette.” He 
left before she had time to respond. 

She extinguished the parlor lamps, then went upstairs to 
her room, where she fell limply across the bed. Her feel- 
ings were strangely numb. 


‘Tusenty-one 


As Brent brought his horse to a stop in front of a rural 
inn, he checked the sky. A storm was making a rapid ap- 
proach. The rustic lodge was a welcome sight; if he had 
arrived much later, he would have gotten caught in a 
downpour. 

Dismounting, and taking down his carpetbag, he 
climbed the porch steps leading to the front door. A calico 
cat, perched on the banister, looked at him and meowed. 
He reached out and gave it a gentle scratch behind its ears. 
Enjoying the man’s attention, it purred contentedly. Brent 
continued to pet the animal, but his mind was elsewhere. 
He was only a few hours’ ride from Tall Oaks, and 
Michelle's nearness made him want to get back on his 
horse and race to her side. But the urge was suddenly 
gone; he was going to Tall Oaks as a spy—the enemy! 
His conscience was killing him, yet, at the same time, he 
knew he had to go through with this assignment. The al- 
ternative could be too dangerous for Michelle. 

Brent moved away from his feline companion and 
headed toward the door. He was dressed in civilian clothes: 
tan shirt, brown trousers and a Stetson hat. Before leaving 
Washington, Colonel Smith had arranged for him to meet 
Stephens at this wayside inn. It was imperative that all 
contact with John remain a secret. That way, no one would 
link Brent’s return visit to his uncle after the gold was 
confiscated. Stephens planned to remain in the South and 
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continue his aid to the Union; he couldn’t afford to be 
seen in his nephew's company. 

Brent opened the door and went inside. He was greeted 
by the proprietor, who had just sent a slave girl upstairs 
with fresh linen. “Good evenin’,” he said to Brent, moving 
to take his place behind the registry counter. 

The inn, though not very prosperous, appeared clean and 
orderly. A flight of stairs’ was to Brent’s left, and to his 
right was the dining area. He glanced inside the room. A 
couple and their two children were seated at a table, and 
an old man sat by himself. The rest of the room was out 
of sight. 

“I need a bed for the night,” Sheldon told the owner. 

“Sure enough,” he replied. “Will you be wantin’ sup- 
per?” 

“Yes, I will.” 

“Your horse stabled and fed?” 

Brent nodded. 

“Breakfast in the mornin’?” 

Again, Brent nodded. 

The proprietor indicated his ledger. “Sign here, please.” 

Brent had been ordered not to use his real name; he 
signed in as Bill Stewart. 

“Seem’s there’s a storm brewin’,” the man said as he 
glanced down at the book. “You got here just in time, Mr. 
Stewart.” 

“I’m supposed to meet a friend.” Stephens was also us- 
ing an alias, and Brent asked if George Kirkwood had 
checked in. 

“Mr. Kirkwood? Yes, he’s been here since early this af- 
ternoon.” The man waved a hand toward the dining room. 
“He's havin’ supper. Why don’t you join *im, and while 
you're eatin’, I'll see that your room is ready and your 
horse is tended to.” 

Brent indicated his carpetbag. “Is it all right if I leave 
this here?” 
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“Sure. If you want, I'll have it taken to your room.” 

“Thanks,” he said, turning away. Removing his hat and 
carrying it at his side, he went into the dining area and 
immediately spotted John at a corner table. 

Stephens, smiling warmly, rose at Brent’s approach. 
“I’m glad you made it,” he said, holding out his hand. 

Sheldon accepted his proffered hand, smiled, and shook 
it firmly. But the moment they were seated he leaned to- 
ward his uncle and said in a quiet but angry voice, “Before 
you say anything, | think you should know that I’m mad 
as hell. I don’t appreciate your telling Colonel Smith about 
my relationship with Michelle, and I don’t like this mis- 
sion. Good God! Don’t you realize what you are doing to 
Michelle and me? If I take that gold, she might never for- 
give me!” 

“If you take it?” John was quick to ask. “What do you 
mean by that?” 

Brent glowered. “That damned gold is all that matters 
to you, isn’t it? Michelle and | are nothing but pawns to 
you and the colone].” 

“That's not true. I’m very fond of you; I always have 
been. But, Brent, this is war.” 

“So I’ve been told,” he said bitterly. “First by the colo- 
nel, and now by you. When you asked me to let you know 
if Louis Beauclair came to Tall Oaks you said no danger 
would befall Michelle. Why did you lie to me?” 

“I didn’t. I honestly believed we could learn the gold’s 
location through Louis or his son Lazare. It never crossed 
my mind that they might go to Cuba.” 

Noticing a large black woman carrying a heavy tray, 
Brent leaned back in his chair and said no more. She de- 
livered a plate of ham, eggs, and fried potatoes to him. 
The fare was accompanied by biscuits, jam, and a pot of 
coffee. 

The moment she was out of earshot, Brent again re- 
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garded Stephens with resentment. “I trusted you, John. I 
never dreamed you would betray me.” 

“| didn’t betray you. Brent, you must view this situation 
objectively. For a moment separate yourself from Michelle 
and think about all the soldiers who will lose their lives 
if that gold is used to buy weapons. Not only Union sol- 
diers, but Confederates as well. Now, do you really want 
their lives on your conscience? | certainly don’t want them 
on mine. We cannot let countless men die, 1 realize 
Michelle will be very angry with you, but when this war 
is over she'll come to understand that you did the right 
thing.” 

Brent sighed heavily. “I wish I could believe that. But 
I'm afraid I'll lose her forever.” 

“But you might not,” John said optimistically. “But, for 
now, confiscating the gold comes before anything else. On 
this mission you must stop thinking like a man in love 
and start thinking like an officer.” 

“Officer be damned!” Brent cursed softly. “I only ac- 
cepted this mission because I am a man in love. I’m here 
to protect Michelle.” 

“You do plan to find the gold, don’t you?” 

“Of course. How else can I ensure her safety?” 

“Right! So let’s get down to business.” He waved a hand 
toward Brent’s plate, which he hadn’t touched. “Eat, Brent. 
Starving yourself won't change anything.” John had al- 
ready finished his dinner, and he refilled his coffee cup 
as his nephew took his advice and started on his meal. 

“I'm hiding out in Montgomery,” Stephen began. “No 
one knows I’m there. That is, no one except those who 
are on our side. When you need to see me go to Franklin’s 
Mercantile. Seth Franklin, his wife, and the two blacks 
who work for them are in on the plot.” 

“You mean they have Negroes working for them? 
Doesn't that make them look mighty suspicious to their 
fellow Southerners?” 
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“Not at all; everyone believes the two men are their 
slaves. The Franklins are very active in the underground 
railroad. They have helped numerous slaves escape to the 
North.” 

“When I learn where the gold is buried how do we go 
about stealing it?” 

“Stealing? I prefer to use the word “confiscating.” ” 

“Yes?” Brent asked, a brow raised skeptically. “Person- 
ally, 1 don’t think there’s a difference.” 

“There's a big difference. The Union will put that gold 
into its army. And don’t worry about how we will confis- 
cate it. Everything has been well planned, and sneaking it 
across enemy lines won't be a problem.” 

A clap of thunder resonated, the vibration so powerful 
that it rattled the walls. The storm was in tune with Brent's 
emotions as he prepared to take advantage of Michelle’s 
trust and love. His behavior might be construed by some 
as noble, but that did nothing to calm his inner turmoil. 


Through the night the storm unleashed its fury, but it 
was gone by daybreak. The morning sun was welcomed 
by a cerulean blue sky, white puffy clouds, and a warm 
southerly breeze. 

Brent and John shared breakfast; then they went their 
separate ways. The sun was climbing in the sky as Brent 
reached the lane that led to Tall Oaks. He had almost 
reached the house when the plantation’s two hounds, along 
with Addie’s sons, caught sight of him and raced down 
the road to extend a greeting. The boys led the way, and 
when Brent dismounted he took his carpetbag and threw 
the reins to Addie’s oldest son, asking him to stable his 
horse. 

Brent crossed the porch and was about to knock on the 
door when it was suddenly opened. 

“Masta Brent!” Tana exclaimed. “I saw you from the 
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parlor window! I can’t believe you're back! Miz Michelle 
will be so surprised!” 

“Where is she?” he asked. 

“Why, she’s at church.” 

“Church?” he repeated. He had forgotten this was Sun- 
day. He drew out his pocket watch and checked the time. 
“It's almost twelve,” he mused aloud. 

“Yes, sir. She'll be here soon.” 

“I'll just wait out here,” he said, gesturing toward a 
chair. 

Tana waited until he was seated. Then, moving to the 
porch rail, she asked, “How's Elroy?” 

“| haven’t seen him in weeks, but when I last saw him, 
he was fine.” 

“Did he join the army?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

Her gaze went over his civilian attire. “I thought you 
were plannin’ on joining the army too.” 

Brent swallowed heavily; lying didn’t come easy. “I 
changed my mind.” 

Tana wondered why, but she didn’t ask. A slave didn’t 
dare question a white person. “Can I get you somethin’ 
to drink, Masta Brent?” 

“Yes, thank you.” 

“Addie just made a pitcher of lemonade.” 

“Lemonade will be fine.” 

Tana sensed an uneasiness in Brent. She hoped his un- 
expected visit wasn’t a bad omen for Michelle. Although 
Tana still didn’t completely trust her mistress, fearing she 
might sell her if she knew about her and Chris, she none- 
theless liked Michelle. She didn’t want to see her unhappy 
or upset. 

Tana left to get the lemonade. The moment he was 
alone, Brent emitted a deep, dismal sigh. Trying to relax, 
he leaned back in his chair, placed his hat on a table, and 
stretched his legs. A part of him could hardly wait to see 
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Michelle, but the other part dreaded her arrival. He seri- 
ously questioned whether he could carry out this mission. 
Was he really capable of looking Michelle in the eye and 
lying to her? He had severe doubts, but he forced them 
aside. He had to succeed for Michelle’s sake. 


“Don’t you think Reverend Farland’s sermon was very 
inspiring?” Lynnette asked Michelle. 

They had just left the church and, seated in the back of 
the carriage, both ladies held parasols over their heads to 
block out the hot sun. Peter, the coachman, was wearing 
his Sunday clothes. 

“Yes, I suppose it was,” Michelle agreed. “But I think 
he talked too much about the war.” She leaned forward in 
the seat and said, “Peter, if you’re too warm, you may 
remove your jacket.” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied, glad to relieve himself 
of the heavy long-sleeved garment. He started to take it 
off but was halted by Lynnette’s sudden protest. 

“Peter, you keep that jacket on!” She turned to her step- 
daughter. “Michelle, don’t you care about appearances? 
Surely you don’t intend for as to ride through town with 
a coachman who is only partially clothed! What will peo- 
ple think?” 

“J really don’t care what they think. It's too hot for Peter 
to wear a long-sleeved jacket.” 

“Well, humor me and wait until we are out of town. 
You might not care about appearances, but | do!” 

Michelle relented. “Peter, once we are out of town you 
may remove your jacket.” 

“Thank you, Miz Michelle.” He didn’t mind waiting a 
few more minutes. 

“You know, Lynnette, you should care less about pro- 


priety and more about people.” Michelle’s patience with 


her stepmother’s behavior was growing thin. 


SURRENDER 277 


“Sometimes I get the feeling that you can barely tolerate 
me.” Lynnette sounded more hurt than defensive. 

Michelle sighed deeply. Her stepmother could always 
make her feel guilty. “I care about you very much. We're 
just different, that’s all.” 

Lynnette was not placated quite so easily, and she with- 
drew into a pouting silence. 

Michelle didn’t try to draw her out; she preferred her 
own thoughts over Lynnette’s company. As the carriage left 
Montgomery, she closed her eyes and gave in to memories. 
Shared moments with Brent ruffled through her mind like 
wind on water, some bringing a smile to her face, others 
making her heart ache with loneliness. 

She was still submerged in remembering when Lynnette 
discarded her sullen mood and started talking. 

Reluctantly, Michelle left her treasured memories to give 
Lynnette her attention. However, in the back of her mind 
a constant worry kept pushing its way into her thoughts: 
Why hadn’t she received a letter from Brent? She knew 
the war would soon make such mail service impractical, 
and if she didn’t hear from him within another week or 
two, any chance of a letter getting through would be im- 
possible. 

As Peter turned the carriage onto the oak-shaded lane, 
Michelle was glad to be home; Tall Oaks was a refuge 
against the outside world. Now that war was in full swing, 
every time she was in town, visiting friends, or in church, 
all anyone talked of were battles—defeats as well as vic- 
tories. Moreover, animosity toward Yankees was now 
stronger than ever, and her love for Brent made it very 
hard for her to listen to others voice their hatred for Union 
soldiers. 

The carriage had almost reached the house before 
Michelle saw Brent, who had left his chair to stand at the 
top of the steps. For a moment she was too stunned to 
grasp what her eyes were seeing. Then, with a radiant 
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smile, she leapt from the carriage before Peter brought it 
to a stop. 

Brent hurried down the steps and swept her into his 
embrace. Holding her close, he murmured in her ear, 
“Michelle, I can hardly believe you’re actually in my 
arms.” 

“Oh Brent!” she cried joyously. “Why are you here? . . . 
I don’t understand! . . . I thought you were in the 
army. . . . Oh, it's so wonderful to see you again!” 

Holding her at arms’ length, he took time to fully admire 
her. She seemed more beautiful than ever, if that was pos- 
sible. Her summer gown, its color an emerald green, em- 
phasized the fullness of her breasts and fit snugly about 
her small waist before flaring over voluminous petticoats. 
Her hair was arranged in an upsweep style, and a pert 
green bonnet, adorned with a feather, sat atop her auburn 
curls. 

Michelle, returning his perusal, said, “I thought by now 
you would be in uniform.” 

Lynnette came to their side. “Why did you return?” she 
asked Brent, her expression unfriendly. 

“I came back to see Michelle.” 

“Qh?” Lynnette asked. “You're taking quite a risk, 
aren’t you? After all, you are a Yankee!” 

“That’s true, but I’m also a civilian.” One lie down, 
Brent thought bitterly. He knew there were several more 
to go. He also knew they would not get easier with time. 

“Why didn’t you join the army?” Michelle asked, “You 
seemed so anxious.” 

“May we talk alone?” he asked her. 

“Yes, We can go to the office.” She took his hand, and 
they walked to the side of the house and entered through 
the patio doors. The moment they stepped into the room 
Brent pulled her into his arms. 
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passionate kiss. His return seemed unreal; she felt as 
though she would awaken to find that it was only a dream. 

“I know you're here,” she said. “I can see you, I can 
touch you, but I’m still afraid I’m only dreaming.” 

He smiled tenderly. “You aren’t dreaming, darling.” 

“Brent, why didn’t you write me? Every day I’ve been 
expecting a letter.” 

Guilt swept through him. God, he hated lying! “I didn’t 
write because I was torn between joining the army or com- 
ing back to you. I didn’t want to say anything until my 
mind was made up. Then, when I did make my decision, 
I wanted to tell you in person.” 

“Brent, are you saying you intend to stay out of this 
war?” 

“Exactly.” 

“But why?” 

“I don’t want to be your enemy.” Using the colonel’s 
words left a bad taste in his mouth. It also made him 
despise himself. 

“But you were so set on fighting to keep the country 
united. I can hardly believe you changed your mind.” 

He forced a smile. “It is a little unbelievable, isn’t it? 
But our love comes first.” 

She went back into his arms. “Brent, I know what a 
sacrifice this is for you. You're a man of high principles, 
courage, and conviction. Turning your back on this war 
had to be the hardest decision you ever made.” 

“Coming back here was indeed a difficult decision. You 
have no idea just how hard it really was.” This time he 
was free to speak the truth, even though he knew it would 
be misinterpreted. 

“But, darling, are you sure this is what you want to do? 
Later you might come to resent your decision. Sitting out 
this war could turn you against yourself.” 

He had already turned against himself. “Michelle, let’s 
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not worry about tomorrow. Let's just live each day as it 
comes.” 

Standing on tiptoe, she kissed him fervently. Then, mov- 
ing decisively, she locked the doors and, with a seductive 
smile, removed her bonnet and the pins from her hair. Her 
auburn tresses cascaded past her shoulders. Turning her 
back to him, she asked, “Will you unbutton my dress, dar- 
ling? 1 want to give you a welcome home you'll never 
forget. The couch is very comfortable.” 

“You don’t say?” he replied, filled with anticipation. He 
quickly undid the buttons. 

Turning back to face him, she stepped out of her shoes, 
slipped off her dress and, with no hesitation whatsoever, 
removed her voluminous petticoats and chemise. 

He lifted her into his arms and, cradling her against his 
chest, he bent his head and kissed her urgently. “I adore 
you,” he whispered before carrying her to the couch. 

They soon became totally immersed in their love, and 
everything else ceased to exist. 


Twenty -two 


Michelle was glowing with happiness as she watched 
Brent pour a sherry for her and a brandy for himself. He 
handed her the drink, then sat beside her on the sofa. 

“We're perfect together, aren't we?” she asked, referring 
to the passionate union they had shared only moments be- 
fore. 

“It’s as though we were made for each other,” he re- 
plied. 

She moved as close to him as she could. “I can still 
hardly believe you're back. It’s going to take a couple of 
days for the shock to wear off.” 

Now that his passion was sated, cold reality had re- 
turned, and Brent’s conscience was gnawing at him. Putting 
his glass to his lips, he downed the brandy in two gulps. 

“Brent,” Michelle began, her eyes shining, “I have a 
wonderful idea! Let's go on a picnic. I'll ask Addie to fix 
a basket lunch.” 

He pushed his conscience to the far corners of his mind, 
smiled, and said, “Your idea sounds good to me.” 

“I'll talk to Addie, then go upstairs and change. Why 
don’t you use the same room you had before?” Taking 
Brent's empty glass, she carried it back to the liquor cabi- 
net. Her own glass was still almost full. She didn’t need 
sherry; she was intoxicated with love and happiness. 

Brent came up behind her and slipped his arms about 
her waist. Drawing her flush to his chest, he ran featherlike 
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kisses over the back of her neck, his warm breath sending 
delightful chills up her spine. “I love you, Michelle,” he 
whispered. 


She turned in his arms, linked her hands about his neck, 
and kissed him with urgent longing. “I love you, too,” she 
murmured. “With every beat of my heart.” 

He released her hesitantly, saying with a sensual grin, 
“If we're going on that picnic, we'd better get started. 
Otherwise I might very well carry you back to the couch.” 

She smiled teasingly, her thoughts on the picnic. “You 
know, I’ve never made love outdoors. I'll remember to 
bring a blanket.” 

“Wanton little vixen, aren’t you?” 

“Absolutely,” she replied. “I could never get enough of 


“That goes both ways.” He kissed her tenderly. “Were 
Chris’s troops activated?” he asked casually. He already 
knew the answer but thought it wise to ask. 

“Yes. He left weeks ago.” 

“Have you heard from him?” 

“We got a letter a few days ago.” 

“By the way, how’s Louella?” Brent was aware of how 
much Michelle loved the woman. 

“Louella,” she whispered, her voice raspy. “Oh, Brent, 
she’s dead!” 

“What?” he exclaimed. 

She told him about the fire. 

He drew her into his arms and held her tightly. “I’m so 
sorry,” he murmured. “How’s Jeremiah holding up?” 

“Pretty well. But losing Louella has been hard on him. 
| think he’s still grieving very deeply.” 

“And how are you?” he asked, gazing down into her 


eyes. 

She answered somberly, “I’m all right. I learned at an 
early age to accept a loved one’s death. I was very young 
when I lost my two brothers, and then my mother. I was 
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still in school when Papa passed away.” She paused and 
added with a sob, “And now I’ve lost Louella.” 

“You're only eighteen and have already suffered so 
much tragedy.” 

She wanted to change the subject. This was no time to 
think of death, when she felt so vibrantly alive. Summon- 
ing a carefree smile, she told him, “I’m eighteen now, but 
next month I have a birthday.” 

Brent admired her spirit. When she was confronted with 
his treachery he prayed her strength would remain stalwart. 
He placed a light kiss on her forehead, managed a bright 
smile, and told her, “If we’re going on that picnic, we'd 
better get started.” 

She was more than ready. 


Brent went to his room, unpacked, then hurried down- 
stairs to wait for Michelle in the parlor. He was there only 
a moment or so when Lynnette entered. 

She regarded him with cold eyes. “You shouldn't have 
come back,” she remarked. 

“Why not?” 

“You're nothing but trouble for Michelle. If you truly 
loved her, you would stay out of her life.” 

“I certainly don’t intend to do that. I think we have a 
future together.” 

“Oh?” she asked skeptically. “Do you think you’ll make 
a good planter? I can’t quite picture you growing cotton.” 

“I plan to become a rancher.” 

“And just where, pray tell, do you intend to raise cattle?” 

“T own land in Texas.” 

“Surely you don’t think Michelle will leave Tall Oaks 
to live in Texas! She'll never agree to such a thing.” 

Brent frowned testily. “This really isn’t any of your 
business.” 

Lynnette was not about to be deterred, for she was de- 
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termined to speak her mind. “I stopped by Michelle's room 
a few minutes ago. She told me why you said you didn’t 
join the army. She believes your flimsy excuse, but I don’t. 
I think you are a coward. You came back to Tall Oaks to 
hide behind Michelle’s skirts, didn’t you?” 

“If that’s what you think, there’s nothing I can say to 
change your mind.” 

“You're right, Mr. Sheldon. My mind is made up. 
Michelle is blind to that yellow streak running down your 
back, but I’m not. If it’s the last thing I do, I'll make her 
see you as the coward you really are!” She whirled about 
and left the room. 

Brent sighed heavily, for he didn’t take Lynnette’s threats 
lightly. Not that she could convince Michelle he was 
afraid; Michelle would soon learn that he was a spy, not 
a coward. Nevertheless, his treachery would give Lynnette 
the fuel she needed to try and drive Michelle farther away 
from him. This mission could place a gap between him 
and Michelle that he might never breech. 

He was tempted to race upstairs, to go to Michelle and 
tell her the truth, and then plead with her to hand over 
the gold. But instead he returned to his chair and sat down 
heavily, as though he had suddenly grown very weary. 
Michelle was a loyal Southerner and a fighter. She'd not 
betray the Confederacy and tell him where the gold was 
buried, not even to protect herself. 

Brent’s countenance was sad, troubled, and angry all at 
the same time. That Michelle would despise him was in- 
evitable, and he doubted he'd ever earn her forgiveness. 
Knowing that he must nonetheless carry out this mission 
made him furious with himself, the colonel, John, and the 
war in general. 


It was a beautiful day for a picnic. An abundance of 
cottony clouds, skimming the sky, offered protection from 
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the hot sun. Michelle had decided to have their outing in 
the woods, and the trees’ high branches shaded the area 
like an umbrella, 

Following a meal of fried chicken, corn on the cob, 
freshly baked bread, and wine, Michelle and Brent, their 
hunger appeased, cuddled together on the blanket. 

Michelle’s head was resting on Brent’s shoulder, and she 
had a leg thrown over his. “I could stay like this forever,” 
she murmured, wonderfully content. 

She couldn't see the pained grimace that crossed Brent's 
face. He, too, felt as though he could remain here forever, 
but that was impossible, and this moment was destined to 
be a memory Michelle would recall with bitterness. Brent 
knew he must put his plan into motion; postponing it 
would serve no purpose other than to prolong the pain 
inside him. 

Setting his ploy, he said, “Staying with you is a won- 
derful idea, but it’s not possible.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Michelle, surely you must realize that I have to return 
to Cincinnati.” : 

She looked up into his face with surprise, “No, I don’t 
realize that, Why can’t you stay?” 

He had rehearsed this scene in his mind several times, 
and he spoke his lines like a professional actor. “Have you 
forgotten that I’m a Yankee? There’s a war going on, and 
the South is no place for me, Your friends and neighbors 
will resent my presence, and they might even turn against 
you.” He shrugged, as though resigned to being disap- 
pointed. “If this war was going to end soon, then my stay- 
ing probably wouldn’t amount to much. | mean, the 
fighting would be over before people had time to build up 
a lot of resentment. But I still believe this war will drag 
on for years, which is totally unnecessary. If rich South- 
erners like your grandfather would pool their money and 
buy weapons for the Confederate Army, they could bring 
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the war to an end very quickly. But the wealthy will think 
with their emotions and not their pocketbooks, so I think 
the war will go on for a very long time.” 

“Do you really think buying more weapons would help 
end the war?” 

“I most certainly do. The North can manufacture their 
own munitions, but the South has no such facilities. They 
must buy their weapons from England or France. If the Con- 
federacy was well armed, the Union would realize that they 
can’t win; in order to save countless lives, they would step 
aside and let the South secede.” Brent knew he was spouting 
a lot of nonsense: The Union was not about to withdraw 
from this war, regardless of how heavily the South was 
armed. He was merely laying a trap into which he hoped 
Michelle would fall. 

“Oh Brent!” she cried, her heart aching. “I don’t want 
you to leave. Please stay!” 

“I can’t, but when the war is over I'll come back.” 

“But that could be years from now!” 

“Yes, | know.” He sighed. 

“When do you plan to go?” 

“Tomorrow.” 

She couldn’t let him leave. It would be more than she 
could bear. A spark of excitement shone in her eyes, and 
her words raced eagerly. “Brent, this war will be over 
much sooner than you think!” 

“What do you mean?” he asked, knowing full well what 
was going through her mind. 

“You said, if the South was well-armed, the Union 
would call off the war. Well, the Confederacy will soon 
have those weapons! So, darling, there’s no reason for you 
to go back home. Peace will soon be restored.” 

He feigned a doubtful smile. “What makes you think 
the South will be that well armed? Do the Confederate 
leaders confide in you? Are you Jefferson Davis’s confi- 
dante?” 
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“You're joshing, but I’m serious! I happen to know that 
the South will receive those weapons.” 

He quirked a brow. “How do you know this?” 

She hesitated for only a moment. “I know I can trust 
you, Brent. | shouldn’t tell you this, but it’s the only way 
I can keep you from leaving. The war will soon be over 
because rich men like my grandfather did pool their 
money. They exchanged it for gold, which they will use 
to buy weapons from England.” 

He sat up as though stunned. “Is that why Louis visited 
you? Did he want you to contribute?” 

“No, he didn’t,” she murmured. “He was here for an- 
other reason.” She was reluctant to reveal more. 

But Brent knew how to get it out of her. “Michelle, you're 
being too optimistic. By now Louis has probably been be- 
trayed and one of his conspirators has taken the gold and 
run.” 

“I hardly think so,” she remarked. “The gold is safely 
hidden.” 

He pretended enlightenment. “It’s here, isn’t it? Louis 
came to Tall Oaks to hide the gold! Well, I'll be damned! 
Maybe this war will be over sooner than I thought!” 

“Then you'll stay?” she asked anxiously. 

“I might. I hope you have the gold well hidden.” 

“It’s buried,” she replied. 

Brent drew a deep breath and asked the question on 
which all his hopes were pinned. “Where is it buried?” 

She looked away from him and was silent so long that 
he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Finally she turned 
her eyes back to his and asked, “Why do you want to 
know?” 

“Just curious,” he replied. “If you don’t want to tell 
me ... I mean, if you don’t trust me, I understand.” 

She answered sincerely, “Brent, I'd trust you with my 
life.” 

Excruciating guilt slammed into him without mercy. 
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Standing, she took his hand and urged him to his feet. 
“Come with me,” she said. 

“Where are we going?” 

“You'll see,” she replied, leading him further into the 
woods. They hadn't gone very far when she brought their 
steps to a halt. Pointing at a tall oak, its trunk revealing 
its advanced age, she said, “The gold is buried beneath 
this tree.” 

He moved for a closer look. That the earth had been 
disturbed was barely noticeable. 

She came to his side. “Now do you believe the war will 
soon be over?” 

He couldn’t force such a lie and said nothing. 

She clutched his arm. “There’s no reason for you to 
go.” 

“I’m sure your grandfather made you promise not to tell 
anyone about this gold. I'm deeply touched that you love 
me enough to go against your word.” He spoke the truth, 
and it came from deep within his heart. 

She flung herself into his arms. “Oh, Brent, I’m so self- 
ish where you are concerned. I'd do anything to keep you 
with me! Besides, | know you won't tell anyone where the 
gold is buried.” 

“You're right!” he said with sudden conviction. “Damn 
it! I'll not betray you!” He meant it with every fiber of 
his being. To hell with the colonel, John, and the war. His 
love for Michelle came first! 

Lifting her in his arms, he carried her back to the blan- 
ket. Ruled now by his deep devotion to Michelle, he cast 
aside his mission and gave himself—heart, body, and 
soul—to the woman he cherished above all else. 


When they returned to the house Michelle went to her 
room to rest. Brent took advantage of the opportunity and 
rode into Montgomery. 
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Franklin’s Mercantile was located in the heart of town. 
The establishment was prosperous, and several customers 
were in the store when Brent arrived. A middle-aged gen- 
tleman was standing behind the counter totaling up a 
woman's purchases. Brent waited until she left with her 
packages, then he moved to the counter. 

“Can | help you?” the man asked. 

“Are you Seth Franklin?” 

“Yes, I am.” 

Brent glanced around; none of the customers were close 
enough to overhear him if he spoke softly. He leaned 
closer to the counter and said quietly, “I’m Brent Shel- 
don.” 

Interest flickered in Franklin's eyes. “Leave, and go 
around to the back door,” he whispered. 

Brent did as he was told. He only had a moment's wait 
before the back door was edged open. A tall, heavily mus- 
cled Negro man waved him inside. Brent was over six feet 
tall, yet he had to raise his gaze to look the man in the 


“My name’s Henry,” he said, his tone a deep bass, “Fol- 
low me, please.” 

The man took him through the storage room, then to a 
flight of stairs that led down to the cellar. A fairly com- 
fortable living area had been arranged for John. He had a 
cot, a table with chairs, and several books at his disposal. 
He was lying on his cot, reading, when Brent and Henry 
came down the stairs. 

Putting his book aside, John leapt to his feet. “Brent!” 
he exclaimed. “I never dreamed I'd see you this soon.” He 
smiled tentatively. “I do hope this means you know where 
the gold is hidden. I’m not jumping to conclusions, am 
1?” 

Brent turned to Henry. “Will you excuse us?” 

“Yes, sir,” he said. He climbed the stairs and closed the 
cellar door behind him. 
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“You aren’t jumping to conclusions,” Brent told his un- 
cle. “I know where the gold is.” 

“Good!” he cried. “Where is it?” 

“I’m not telling you.” 

Shocked, John stared at his nephew as though he 
couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly. “Wh . . . what 
did you say?” 

Brent waved a hand toward the table. “John, let’s sit 
down.” 

Stephens moved numbly to a chair, waited for Sheldon 
to take a seat, and then said in a raspy voice, “Brent, you 
can’t be serious.” 

“I’m dead serious,” he replied firmly. “Damn it, John, 
I can’t betray Michelle! She confided in me because she 
trusts me. My God, how can you expect me to do some- 
thing like this to her?” 

“Brent, you aren’t being very practical. You're thinking 
with your heart instead of your head. Colonel Smith is 
determined to find that gold, and nothing will stop him. 
If you refuse to reveal the gold’s location, you are putting 
Michelle in harm’s way.” 

Brent brushed a hand across his brow and sighed as 
though deeply fatigued. “I can’t betray her. I just can’t!” 

“It's not only a question of betrayal, but also of protec- 
tion. You must ask yourself which is more vital, not be- 
traying her or not protecting her?” 

“When you put it that way there can be only one an- 
swer.” 

John spoke gently. “There are no options, Brent. Not if 
you want to ensure Michelle’s safety.” 

“Would the Union really use force to learn the gold’s 
location?” 

Stephens shrugged. “I’m not sure. The colonel might 
draw the line where a woman is concerned; then again, he 
might not. You’ll just have to decide whether you're willing 
to take that chance. Is the colonel bluffing, or isn’t he?” 
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“When I talked to him I got the feeling he was serious. 
I wish I knew if I was wrong, or if he’s just a damned 
good actor.” 

A bottle of whiskey was on the table. John poured two 
drinks and handed a glass to Brent. “If you want my gut 
feeling, for what it’s worth, I think the colonel will send 
someone to Tall Oaks who will get the information out of 
Michelle, one way or another. He’s not going to let the 
Confederacy buy munitions from England. Smith will pull 
no punches when it comes to protecting the lives of Union 
soldiers.” 

Brent downed his drink, then refilled his glass. “I've 
never been so torn. If | betray Michelle, 1 lose her love 
but guarantee her safety, and also save countless lives. If 
I don’t betray her . . . I keep her love.” 

John didn’t say anything; he knew his nephew would 
make the right choice. Seeing Michelle again had weak- 
ened his resolve, but in the final analysis, Brent would tell 
the colonel what he knew. 

Sheldon pushed Michelle’s love and trust to a far corner 
of his conscience; which was becoming a depressing habit. 
“The gold’s buried,” he murmured. 

“Do you know where?” 

“Yes, I do.” He quaffed his whiskey, filled the glass, 
and downed it. 

“Well?” John probed. 

“The gold’s buried in the woods beneath an oak.” 

“How far from the house?” 

“About fifteen, twenty minutes.” 

“I want you to sneak out of the house and meet us on 
the road at two in the morning. Wait a short distance from 
Tall Oaks.” 

“Who's ‘us’?” 

“T'll have Henry, another black, and Franklin with me. 
We'll arrive in a buckboard. We’ll leave it on the road, go 
into the woods on foot, get the gold, and carry it back to 
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the buckboard. Then we'll leave, and you will sneak back 
into the house. You'll have to stay at Tall Oaks at least 
two more days.” 

Brent’s expression was questioning. 

“It’s very important that you stay. If you were to leave 
now, Michelle might get suspicious, check on the gold, 
find it gone, and alert the Confederacy. Our only chance 
of getting the gold into the hands of the Union is not to 
be pursued. When I get word that all is clear you can 
leave. Check back with me in two days.” 

An angry scowl crossed Brent's face. “Not only do I 
have to betray Michelle, but I have to keep up this pretense 
for two more days!” 

“I realize it will be very difficult.” 

“Difficult?” Brent snapped. “God, you have no idea!” 


Turenty -three 


Addie, looking for Lynnette, found her in the parlor. 
“Mistress,” she said, “Mandy’s at the back door. She wants 
to see you.” 

Lynnette wasn’t surprised; Mandy had come to see her 
a few times before. “Send her in,” she told Addie. 

Mandy appeared a minute or so later. On her two pre- 
vious visits, she had pleaded with Lynnette to help her 
back into Michelle’s good graces. She hated cooking for 
the field hands, and still considered them inferior. 

“What do you want, Mandy?” Lynnette asked. She was 
seated on the sofa. 

Moving to stand before her, Mandy asked with hope, 
“Has you talked to Miz Michelle ’bout me?” 

Lynnette had indeed intervened on Mandy's behalf, but 
Michelle had remained adamant. She still considered the 
woman a bully and a tyrant. 

“I’m sorry, Mandy, but Michelle refuses to even con- 
sider letting you back into the house.” 

“Ma’am, ain’t there nothin’ you can do?” 

Lynnette wished there was, for she had handpicked 
Mandy and liked having slaves of her own choosing. “I'll 
try again,” she promised. “But I don’t think it will do 
much good.” 

Mandy studied her mistress speculatively. “Is somethin’ 
wrong, ma’am? You look like you’s troubled.” 

Lynnette smiled faintly. She liked to think that she and 
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Mandy shared a relationship similar to the one Michelle 
had shared with Louella. Mandy had always been able to 
sense her feelings, much the way Louella had sensed 
Michelle’s. A streak of anger shot through her. It wasn’t 
fair that Michelle should send her faithful servant from 
the house! 

Mandy felt she could read what was going through her 
mistress’s mind, and she smiled inwardly. Manipulating 
Lynnette had always been easy. 

“You're right,” Lynnette finally confirmed. “I am trou- 
bled.” 

Pretending concern, she asked, “What's wrong, ma’am?” 

“Oh, Mandy, I’m so worried!” she moaned. “You know 
I've always hoped that Chris and Michelle would marry. 
Well, now I’m afraid it will never happen. Michelle is 
totally infatuated with Brent Sheldon, and that slave girl, 
Tana, has bewitched my brother!” 

“I's sorry, ma’am. But don’t give up hope. This war will 
probably come between Miz Michelle and Masta Sheldon. 
And Tana ain’t no threat. Mastas always get tired of their 
bed wenches.” 

Lynnette was suddenly hopeful. “Do you really think 
he’ll tire of her?” 

“Yes’m, I sure do.” 

“But what about Brent Sheldon?” 

Mandy didn’t have a firm answer. “Maybe he’ll get 
killed in the war.” 

“There’s no chance of that!” Lynnette said petulantly. 
“The coward is staying out of the war. He plans to hide 
at Tall Oaks!” 

“You's just stop worryin’ "bout that man. He ain’t gonna 
cause you no problems,” Mandy said. She sounded as 
though she had a magic solution. 

“Do you have something in mind?” Lynnette asked. 

She had nothing concrete in mind, but she wasn’t about 
to admit that to Lynnette. Furthermore, she didn’t consider 
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it important. Only one thing mattered to Mandy—moving 
back into the big house. 

She offered her mistress a reassuring smile. “When the 
time comes I's help you get rid of that Yankee. Don’t you 
worry none; you just leaves it up to me.” 

Lynnette stiffened. “I hope you aren’t considering . . . 
having someone do away with him! I would never condone 
violence.” 

“No, ma’am,” she was quick to say. Actually, it wasn’t 
Sheldon’s demise she wanted, it was Michelle’s. That she 
hadn’t been killed by the runaway slaves had been a big 
disappointment to Mandy. “There’s ways to run that Yan- 
kee off Tall Oaks,” Mandy continued. “Cowards are easy 
to scare away.” 

Lynnette, falling under Mandy’s spell, said gratefully, 
“What would I do without you? You're so understanding.” 

Mandy didn’t reply; the sounds of footsteps in the foyer 
silenced her. She turned and watched as Michelle came 
into the room. 

She was surprised to see Mandy. “What brings you to 
the house?” she asked. 

Lynnette, standing, answered in Mandy’s place. “She 
came to see me.” She smiled at the servant and said 
warmly, “You may leave.” 

“Yes’m,” she murmured. She crossed the room, paused 
before Michelle, and feigned remorse. “I’s real sorry "bout 
the way I treated Lucy and the others. But, honest, ma’am, 
I thought I was doin’ the right thing. Now, I knows I was 
wrong.” 

Michelle was willing to give her the benefit of the 
doubt. “What's done is done, Mandy. Don’t worry about 
it.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” As she left, she glanced over her 
shoulder, caught Lynnette’s eyes, and silently pleaded for 
her help. 

“Where’s Brent?” Michelle asked her stepmother. 
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“He’s in Montgomery. I saw him as he was leaving. He 
said to tell you that he'll be back before dinner.” 

Michelle was puzzled. Why did Brent decide to go to 
Montgomery while she was napping? She mused aloud, “1 
wonder why he didn’t tell me?” 

Brent's trip to town didn’t interest Lynnette; she wanted 
- to talk about Mandy. “Michelle,” she began, “I do wish 
you would allow Mandy back into the house.” 

“We have discussed this before. You know I don’t trust 
her.” 

Perturbed, Lynnette retorted, “Well, I do! 1 want her as 

maid.” 

“You already have a maid; furthermore, Mandy isn’t 
trained for such a position.” 

“I can train her.” 

“But what about Trudy? She’s your maid.” 

“The girl’s lazy and incompetent.” Trudy was a good 
servant, carrying out her chores efficiently, but Lynnette’s 
relationship with her was strained. “Furthermore,” she 
continued, “Trudy doesn’t like me.” 

Michelle frowned with annoyance. Since making Tall 
Oaks her home, Lynnette had had several personal maids. 
No one seemed to please her, but Mandy might be the 
answer. Lynnette would surely find nothing wrong with 
her. 

Moving to her stepdaughter, Lynnette said in a pleading 
tone, “Did it ever occur to you that I might need Mandy 
the way you needed Louella?” 

It hadn’t occurred to Michelle, for she couldn’t imagine 
Mandy and Lynnette sharing such an alliance. For a mo- 
ment she gave it serious thought but still could not envi- 
sion the two sharing the kind of relationship she had had 
with Louella. Nevertheless, she decided to give in to Lyn- 
nette. “All right. You can have Mandy as your maid. I'll 
find other work for Trudy. However, you must make it 
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clear to Mandy that she has no authority over the other 
servants.” 

Lynnette smiled. “I'll send someone to Mandy's cabin 
to tell her to pack her clothes.” 

Michelle sighed. Now she would have to find someone 
to take over Mandy’s job. She decided to ask Addie to 
recommend someone. 


Michelle was sitting on the front porch waiting for Brent 
when he returned. He stopped at the stables, handed his 
horse over to Jeremiah, and walked the rest of the way to 
the house. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to Mont- 
gomery?” Michelle asked the moment he climbed the 
porch steps. 

She was on the swing, and he sat beside her. “It was 
a spur of the moment decision,” he replied evasively. “I 
thought I'd ride to town and hear the latest war news.” 

Her face was worried. “Brent, | don’t think you should 
mingle like that. After all, you are a Yankee, and there are 
plenty of people in these parts who despise anyone from 
the North.” 

He conjured up a carefree smile. “You worry too much. 
As you can see, I returned safe and sound.” 

“This time,” she murmured gravely. 

Placing an arm about her shoulders, he drew her close. 
“Do you realize it’s been hours since I last told you that 
I love you?” 

Michelle’s mood lightened. “Yes, I know. | think you 
should make up for lost time and tell me at least three 
times now.” 

He chuckled warmly. “I love you—I love you—I love 
you.” 

She threw her arms about his neck, urged his lips to 
hers, and kissed him with passion. “My darling,” she whis- 
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pered in his ear. “You are my life; you are every beat of 
my heart, the very breath in my body.” 

Brent held her so tightly that his embrace was almost 
painful. Guilt sliced into his heart like a knife cutting un- 
merciful notches. “Michelle,” he said thickly, “whatever 
the future may bring, remember | love you from the very 
depth of my soul.” 

She moved out of his arms. “Whatever the future might 
bring? Brent, are you planning to leave me? I thought you 
had decided to stay.” 

He couldn’t lie to her. “We'll see,” he answered, and 
forced an encouraging smile. 

She was about to question him further, but at that mo- 
ment Addie opened the door, stepped onto the porch, and 
said, “Miz Michelle, dinner’s ready.” 


Dinner passed pleasantly, for Lynnette successfully dis- 
guised her animosity toward Brent. He gave no indication 
that he knew the woman harbored ill feelings toward him, 
so Michelle was unaware of the friction between them. 

They had coffee in the parlor, and Michelle asked Lyn- 
nette to play the piano. She agreed, if Michelle would sing. 

Brent laced his coffee with brandy, then took a chair 
and gave the ladies his undivided attention. He had never 
heard Michelle sing and was soon yery impressed at the 
beauty of her voice. 

The women performed two pieces before Lynnette said 
she was tired and went to bed. 

Michelle closed the piano and put away the sheets of 
music; then she went to Brent and sat in his lap, Nuzzling 
his ear, she whispered, “Give me a few minutes, then come 
to my room.” 

He pretended to be aghast. “Young lady, are you propo- 
sitioning me?” 

“My heavens, no!” she cried playfully. “I would never 
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do anything so . . . so brazen!” In stark contradiction to 
her words, she kissed him aggressively and moved so that 
she could place a hand on his hardness, which responded 
immediately. “Darling,” she murmured, “don’t you know 
the difference between propositioning and seducing?” 

“I’m not sure.” He smiled. “You'll have to show me.” 

She left his lap. “I’ll expect you in a few minutes. Then, 
my darling, you will learn the difference.” 

“I can hardly wait,” he replied, his eyes twinkling. The 
moment she was gone, however, the brightness faded, to 
be replaced with depression. His cup, now empty, was on 
the table. He picked it up, went to the liquor cabinet, and 
filled it with brandy. He wasn’t sure why he wanted a 
drink, for the liquor certainly did nothing to raise his spir- 
its. There was no cure for the guilt that plagued him. 

Giving Michelle ample time, he waited thirty minutes 
before extinguishing the lamps and going upstairs. He 
knocked softly on her door and received permission to en- 
ter. He went inside, where he found her submersed in a 
large bathtub filled to the brim with perfumed bubbles. 
Only the bedside lamp was lit, and its soft glow was ro- 
mantic, 

As a large smile crossed Brent’s face, he turned, closed 
the door, and locked it. He moved to the tub, gazing down 
at her, and said teasingly, “I think I’m beginning to learn 
the difference between a proposition and a seduction.” 

“I knew you would be a fast learner,” she replied pertly. 
“Get undressed, darling. There’s room for both of us.” 

He wasted no time stripping away his clothes, and she 
watched boldly, for she relished the sight of his masculine 
physique. His tall, strongly muscled frame was as impres- 
sive as ever, and her eyes caressed every inch of him as, 
removing his final garment, he stepped into the tub, 

Reveling in this time together, they delighted in taking 
turns washing one another, but such ministrations were so 
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wonderfully stimulating that their passions were soon soar- 
ing. 

Leaving the tub, Brent dried off hastily, then lifted her 
to the floor. He took a fresh towel and gently rubbed it 
over her wet flesh, thoroughly enjoying the task of drying 
every part of her body. 

Slipping his hand into hers, he led her to the bed, where 
the covers were already drawn back. Lying on the soft 
mattress, she held out her arms to him. 

As he went into her embrace, his lips captured hers in 
a kiss filled with longing. Clinging tightly, she returned 
his passion with equal fervor. 

“Michelle, my love,” he murmured. Hovering above her, 
he placed her hand on his erect member. 

She caressed him, her touch evoking such pleasure that 
he actually groaned aloud. Wanting him deep inside her, 
she guided his manhood into her warm depths. She emitted 
a soft cry of ecstasy as his hardness dipped farther, filling 
her with wondrous rapture. 

Fully immersed in their joining, they abandoned them- 
selves to the wonder of love, giving and achieving exultant 
sensations that were all-consuming. 

Steadily, their passion climbed higher and higher. 
Michelle’s fingers dug into Brent's shoulders as fulfill- 
ment, breathless and urgent, swept through her with an 
aching sweetness. Together, they reached love’s blissful ze- 
nith. 

Withdrawing and lying at her side, Brent held her close. 
Snuggling, she rested her head on his shoulder. They lay 
quietly, both involved in their own thoughts. 

“Three times in one day,” Michelle suddenly murmured. 

“I'm sorry. What did you say?” He had been thinking 
about his uncle and tonight’s mission. 

“We made love three times today,” she clarified. Failing 
to stifle a yawn, she continued, “No wonder I’m so tired, 
content, and sleepy.” 
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He kissed her brow. “I'd better go to my own room.” 

“Don’t leave,” she said. 

“You don’t want Tana coming here in the morning and 
finding me in your bed, do you?” 

“I really don’t care.” 

“Well, I do. Until we’re married I don’t think we should 
be found in bed together.” He did prefer to avoid such a 
discovery, but the truth was, he had to meet John at two 
o'clock. If he was sleeping with Michelle, she might 
awaken to find him gone. Leaning over her, he gave her 
a lingering kiss. Then, leaving her bed, he began putting 
on his clothes. 

She pouted playfully. “I'd sleep a lot better with you at 
my side.” 

He smiled. “Actually, you probably wouldn’t get much 
sleep. With a tempting vixen like you beside me, I'd be 
waking you up every hour on the hour.” 

“Are you wishing or bragging?” she teased. 

“A little of both, I think.” Dressed, he returned to the 
bed, bent over, and kissed her lips lightly. “Good night, 
my love. I'll see you in the morning.” 

“Good night, Brent.” She watched him leave with a 
pang of regret; then, extinguishing the bedside lamp, she 
fluffed her pillow, closed her eyes, and within minutes was 
deep asleep. 


As Brent waited for the hands of his watch to near two 
o’clock, he paced his room restlessly. His temper was sour, 
his conscience’ guilt-ridden, and his heart had never been 
heavier. He wasn’t having second thoughts; for more rea- 
sons than one, he had to go through with this mission. 

Time passed with agonizing slowness, and Brent had 
paced the room, silently cursing this assignment, fought 
with his conscience, and imagined life without Michelle 
several times before two o’clock finally approached. 
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Leaving his room, he slipped down the servants’ stair- 
way, through the kitchen, and out through the back door. 
He went to the front of the house and started down the 
lane. The plantation’s two hounds, who had been sleeping 
beneath the front porch, darted after him. Brent didn’t try 
to shoo them away, for they trotted along beside him qui- 
etly. Moving swiftly, he soon reached the road, walked an- 
other yard or so, and then stopped to wait for John and 
the others. 

The summer night was clear, the heavens glittering with 
a myriad of stars. A full moon, its splendor majestic, bathed 
the land in a hue so golden that Brent knew he and the 
others would not need lanterns to find their way. 

He had been waiting a couple of minutes when he spot- 
ted the buckboard. The hounds started to run toward it, 
but Brent’s sharp command kept them at his side. 

John was sitting on the seat with Henry; Seth Franklin 
and a black man were in the back. The buckboard came 
to a stop, and as John and Franklin moved to Brent, Henry 
and the other man got two shovels from the bed of the 
wagon. 

“I brought lanterns,” John said to Brent. “But I don’t 
think we're going to need them, do you?” 

“No, I don’t.” He waved a terse hand toward the bor- 
dering woodland. “Come on; let’s get this over with.” 

Agreeing, John motioned for the others to follow as he 
went with Brent and the hounds. The trek through the 
woods took about twenty minutes. 

“The gold’s buried here,” Brent said, pointing at the tall 
oak. He glanced up at the tree’s strong branches, which 
were so thick that only a trickle of moonlight filtered 
through. 

He stood back with John and Seth as Henry and his 
companion dug up the earth. The other black was almost 
as big as Henry, and their powerful arms sent the shovels 
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iron container that held the coveted gold. 

Working feverishly, they tugged and twisted the heavy 
container until the earth finally released its treasure. Lift- 
ing it and placing it to the side, they began to fill the 
gaping hole. 

John and Seth moved to the dirt-coated container. The 
lid was held in place by a padlock. 

“We'll get it open when we get back to town,” Seth 
told John. 

The men exchanged congratulations, for they were well 
pleased that this mission had been a success. Returning to 
Brent, John said with a smile, “You did well, Brent.” 

“Did I?” he returned bitterly. 

“T understand how you feel, but there’s nothing I can 
say to ease your guilt.” He laid a comforting hand on his 
nephew's shoulder. “Time, Brent. In time, it’ll get easier.” 

Brent didn’t think so. 

The hole was refilled, then smoothed over. The two men 
did a good job; an observer would never know that the 
earth had been disturbed. 

“T'll expect you in two days,” John told Brent. “By then 
the gold will belong to the Union.” 

Brent didn’t say anything; he merely watched as Henry 
and the other black, carrying the gold, followed John and 
Seth back through the woods. 

One of the hounds licked at Brent’s hand, getting his at- 
tention. He reached down, patted its head, and then started 
slowly for the house. He dreaded the next two days, for they 
would only bring more lies. He tried to lift his spirits by 
reminding himself that staying would also give him more 
time with Michelle. But as her loving, trusting face flashed 
across his mind, his mood plunged even farther. 

When he reached the house he slipped in through the 
back door. He didn’t go straight upstairs; instead, he stopped 
at the office. He got a bottle of whiskey and took it to his 
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room, where he finally drank himself into a liquor-induced 
sleep. 


Brent managed to get through the next two days. At 
times, it all seemed like some crazy dream—it was real, 
yet it wasn’t. Despite his guilt and inner turmoil, he trea- 
sured this time with Michelle, locking away memories that 
he knew might have to last a lifetime. The fact that she 
might never forgive him was a grave possibility. 

At night, alone in his room, whiskey was his compan- 
ion. Without it, sleep was impossible. 


Twenty -four 


Michelle walked out onto the front porch and peered 
down the lane, hoping to see Brent. She spotted a rider, 
but it was only Peter, returning from town. Earlier, she had 
sent him to the post office. Chris was a frequent corre- 
spondent, and she had thought there might be a letter from 
him. 

As she waited for Peter, her thoughts centered on Brent, 
causing a petulant frown to wrinkle her brow. Again, he 
had gone to Montgomery without telling her. He had left 
this morning before she had come downstairs for breakfast. 
She recalled the first time he had slipped away. She had 
warned him against doing it again, but, apparently, he had 
paid her no heed. 

Worry replaced her frown. Brent had been gone for 
hours. Had something happened to him? Montgomery was 
filled with angry Southerners, and Brent was a Yankee. 
That he might encounter trouble was a distinct possibility. 
She quickly decided if he didn’t show up soon, she would 
ride into town and find him. 

Her thoughts turned to other matters as her mind 
skimmed over the past three days. She and Brent had been 
virtually inseparable. Although she had never been happier, 
she wasn’t so sure Brent felt the same way. She often 
sensed that he was deeply troubled. She wondered if he 
was plagued by his decision to stay out of the war. Was 
his conscience bothering him? Considering that he was a 
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man of high principles and strong convictions, she sup- 
posed he was indeed bothered. A sense of guilt washed 


army. Putting his love for her above all else, he had made 
the ultimate sacrifice. Her heart ached for him, for he was 
surely tormented. Before her mood could dip farther, how- 
ever, she reminded herself that the war would soon be 
; then Brent could put his decision not to fight behind 


F 


Suddenly it dawned on her that she and Brent had not 
discussed their future. Was he willing to remain at Tall 
Oaks, or was he still determined to live in Texas? If he 
chose Texas, could she leave Tall Oaks? Deep inside, she 
knew there was no choice; she loved him and would follow 
him to the ends of the earth. Leaving Tall Oaks wouldn't 
be easy, but she belonged with Brent. 

Peter, having left his horse at the stable, arrived with a 
letter, which he handed to her. 

Michelle was so concerned about Brent that she didn’t 
even look at the envelope. “Did you see Mr. Sheldon in 
town?” she asked Peter. 

“No, ma’am,” he answered. 

Her worry deepened. 

Moving to a chair, Michelle sat down, the letter forgot- 
ten for the moment. She decided she’d wait thirty more 
minutes; if Brent wasn’t back by then, she would set out 
to find him. 

Remembering the letter, she glanced down at it. She had 
thought it was from Chris, but the feminine handwriting 
told her differently. She checked the return address, and 
her expression turned testy. Charlene Richardson! She 
wondered why the woman would write to her. She opened 
the envelope, took out a piece of paper, and read: 


Dear Michelle, 
Forgive me for waiting so long to write and thank 
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you for your gracious hospitality. Please extend my 
gratitude to Lynnette and Chris. 

The journey home, though hectic, was one I will 
always remember with fondness. Riverboats are won- 
derfully romantic! Eugene spent most of his time gam- 
bling, but Brent kept me company. 

Speaking of Brent, I didn't realize how terribly I 
would miss him until he was gone. Every night I pray 
for his safety, and I’m sure you do, too. Has he writ- 
ten to you? If so, did he tell you about the elaborate 
party his mother and I arranged? We simply could 
not allow him to leave for the war without seeing him 


off in grand style. 


Michelle, stunned, found herself reading the last para- 
graph twice in order to fully absorb the message. She con- 
tinued on, her eyes now racing across the words: 


Needless to say, Brent's mother and I are so proud 
that he received a captain’s commission. The morning 
he left, | saw him off at the train station. He seemed 
very anxious to join his troops. 

Again, I want to thank you for your kindness. My 
best to you, Lynnette and Chris. 

Respectfully, 
Charlene. 


Michelle, her feelings numb, stared at the letter as though 
it were something alien that she couldn't quite put a name 
to. She sat that way for several minutes, then carefully in- 
serted the letter into the envelope. The initial numbness 
faded and confusion took its place. Brent a captain in the 
army? Had he resigned his commission? 

That must be it! she thought desperately. He didn't tell 
me because he didn’t want me to know. 

Michelle went into the house and upstairs to her room. 
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She sat on the edge of the bed, the envelope still in her 
hand. Her heart remained desperate to believe in Brent, 
but her mind told her otherwise. He wouldn't join the 
army, then resign! Brent was too stable to do something 
so out of character! 

Emotions that changed directions like winds in a tor- 
nado swirled erratically through her heart and mind. 


When Brent returned he gave his horse to a stable hand, 
then started toward the house. He walked slowly, without 
his usual grace. His eyes downcast, his shoulders bowed, he 
moved as though he were carrying a heavy burden; which, 
indeed, he was. The burden, however, was emotional. 

He reflected on his visit to John. It had lasted much 
longer than he had planned, but preparations to get him 
safely back across enemy lines had still been in the mak- 
ings, and he had remained until everything was arranged. 
His departure was now set, and he was supposed to return 
to the mercantile before nightfall. John had wanted him to 
stay; he saw no reason for him to go back to Tall Oaks, 
but on this matter Brent remained adamant. He had de- 
cided not to leave without seeing Michelle and telling her 
the truth. John strongly advised him against it, but he 
couldn’t change Brent’s mind. The gold now belonged to 
the Union and Michelle was powerless to do anything 
about it. 

As Brent climbed the porch steps, a heavy dread came 
over him. Being honest with Michelle would ease his guilt, 
but she would certainly turn on him with a fury. Her wrath 
was inevitable—he either faced it now or later. Confronting 
it now might make him less contemptible in her eyes. That 
she might even understand was a slim hope, but one that 
he nonetheless grasped as desperately as a drowning man 
clings to a lifeline. He had accepted this mission to protect 
her; was convincing her of this even conceivable? 
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He opened the door and went inside. Wondering if 
Michelle was in her room, he started up the stairs. 


Michelle was still sitting on the bed, but she suddenly 
leapt to her feet, letting the envelope drop from her hand 
and fall soundlessly to the floor. A cold rage coursed 
through her so powerful that she actually staggered from 
its force. Brent’s reason for returning had come to her all 
at once, and the revelation was not only shattering but 
filled her with fury. 

“He’s after the gold!" she cried aloud. “Dear God, I 
actually told him where it’s buried!” Moving decisively, 
she headed toward the door, intending to find Big Luke 
and Jeremiah and have them move the gold to another 
location. As she swung open the door, the word spy thun- 
dered through her mind and crashed into her heart. Damn 
you, Brent! she cursed silently. Damn you! Damn you! 

Tears threatened, but she refused to give in to them. 
Brent Sheldon wasn’t worth one teardrop. She resolutely 
closed her mind and heart to the pain of his betrayal. 
Driven now by anger alone, she darted into the hall, where 
she almost collided with Brent. 

Grasping her shoulders, he steadied her. “What's the 
hurry?” 

Somehow she controlled her anger. She waved a hand 
toward her door and said with an eerie calmness, “Let’s 
go to my room. We need to talk.” 

He followed her inside, closing the door behind him. 
“Is anything wrong?” he asked. 

Her gaze fell upon the envelope that still lay on the 
floor. Turning to Brent, she forced a casual air. “You know, 
I've been thinking about Charlene. You've been back now 
for days and you haven’t even mentioned her. How was 
your trip home with her and Eugene? Did you and Char- 
lene spend a lot of time together?” 
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His eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you're still jealous 
of Charlene. You know she can’t come between us.” 

“Do I?” she snapped, her rage about to explode. “Ac- 
tually, I think she means more to you than you're willing 
to admit.” 

“Why would you think that?” 

“Because I know you're a liar!” She went to the enve- 
lope, picked it up, drew out the letter, and handed it to 
him. “Here; you should read this. It’s from Charlene!” 

His heart sank; unfolding the paper, he read it quickly, 
then handed it back to her. She tore it up, then threw it 
and the envelope at his feet. 

“Michelle!” Brent groaned. “I was going to tell 
ow Sie 

She cut in fiercely, “Tell me what? That you’re a spy?” 

“No. That I’m here because I love you.” 

“Love me?” she raged. “You're here for the gold, aren’t 
you?” 

“Can we sit down and talk about this calmly?” 

“You must be out of your mind if you think I can dis- 
cuss this calmly! I want you out of my house and out of 
my life! And consider yourself lucky that I don’t order Big 
Luke to restrain you and hold you for the sheriff, who 
would hand you over to the militia! The army shoots spies, 
don’t they?” 

“Michelle, I'll leave, but first I insist that you hear what 
I have to say.” 

“I don’t want to hear more of your lies! You can just 
forget about the gold. I intend to hide it someplace where 
you will never find it!” 

He sighed heavily. “It’s already gone.” 

“Wh... what?” she gasped. 

“It was confiscated two nights ago. The Union has it 
now.” . 

Her rage flew out of control; taking Brent unawares, she 
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slapped his face sharply. “You bastard!” she seethed. “You 
lying, contemptible, coldhearted bastard!” 

He clutched her shoulders in a grip too strong for her 
to break. “Michelle, | came back here this afternoon to 
explain. I wasn’t going to leave without being honest with 
you.” 

His two secret sojourns into town flashed across her 
mind. “You have a contact in Montgomery, don’t you? 
Who is he? Or is it a woman?” 

“You know I can’t tell you that.” 

His hold relaxed, and she quickly stepped back out of 
his reach. Her eyes pierced his, their expression filled with 
anger as well as hurt. “I should turn you over to the sher- 
iff. You deserve to face a firing squad!” 

Brent didn’t take her threat seriously. “The gold’s gone; 
killing me won't get it back.” He raised a brow. “You don’t 
really want me dead, do you?” 

Did she? No, of course not! She simply wanted him out 
of her life—forever! 

When she offered no reply he continued, “I was forced 
to take this assignment. Not for my sake, but for yours. I 
received orders to report to Colonel Smith in Washington. 
He knew the gold was somewhere on your property.” 

“How did he know?” she asked. 

He thought of John. “Never mind; that’s irrelevant. The 
colonel had hoped to find the gold through Louis or Laz- 
are, but they are in Cuba. Naturally, there was no way to 
get to Chris, so that left only you. Michelle, believe me, 
the colonel was determined to confiscate the gold. If I 
hadn’t accepted the assignment, he would have sent some- 
one else—someone who would have gotten the information 
from you one way or another. I couldn't take that chance 
with your safety.” 

She regarded him with cold suspicion. “You were here 
the day Louis arrived with the gold. The colonel didn’t 
force you to spy; you were spying back then!” 
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“No, not really.” he murmured. 

“Oh?” she questioned sharply. “Surely you don’t expect 
me to believe the Union didn’t learn about the gold 
through you! Somehow you knew why Louis was here.” 

“Yes, I knew,” he admitted. 

“Is that why you befriended Chris? Did you need an 
invitation to Tall Oaks so you’d know when Louis ar- 
rived?” 

“When I met Chris I knew nothing about the gold.” 

“I don’t believe you!” she spat. “I think you came here 
because of the gold! You used Chris and you used me!” 
Spine-jarring rage filled her. “I was so easy, wasn't I? My 
God, you didn’t even have to work very hard to gain my 
trust and love! I handed them to you like a naive school- 
girl. Seducing me was simple for an experienced man like 
you, wasn’t it?” 

“My love for you is real. I told you, I had no ulterior 
motive when I first came to Tall Oaks.” 

“And I told you that I don’t believe you!” 

He took a step toward her, but she held up her hands 
in an attempt to ward off his advance. 

“Don’t touch me!” she demanded. “Don’t ever lay your 
dirty Yankee hands on me again!” 

“Michelle, for God’s sake, will you please set aside your 
anger and listen to me objectively?” 

“No! I’m through listening to your lies! I hate you, 
Brent Sheldon! If you don’t get out of my house, you 
won’t have to worry about a firing squad; I'll shoot you 
myself!” 

“I’m not leaving until you calm down and listen to me. 
I have to make you understand.” 

She was furious and considered making a run for the 
door, but she knew he would catch her. Not wanting to 
look into his lying eyes, she whirled about and stepped to 
the window. Glancing outside, she was startled to see Big 
Luke and Jeremiah standing in the yard talking. The win- 
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dow was open, and before Brent had time to react, she 
yelled outside, “Big Luke, Jeremiah; come up here! 
Hurry!” 

The panic in Michelle’s voice sent them running into 
_ the house. 

Brent moved to her, grasping her arm, and turned her 
so that she was facing him. “Damn it, Michelle! Why did — 
you do that? Don’t you realize we have to talk? I can’t 
leave without convincing you that I really do love you!” 

“Love!” she said bitterly. “You don’t know the meaning 
of the word! You don’t deceive someone you love, Brent. 
I might not be as experienced as you are, but I know if 
you truly loved me, you would never have lied, cheated, 
and used me the way you did!” 

“Michelle, I did it for your sake. . . .” 

Big Luke and Jeremiah stormed into the room, followed 
by Lynnette, who had seen them racing up the stairs. 

“What's going on?” Lynnette asked breathlessly. 

Michelle didn’t explain; instead she turned to the men 
and ordered firmly, “I want you two to escort Mr. Sheldon 
to his room, watch him pack, then put him on his horse 
and make sure he leaves Tall Oaks.” 

The order was so surprising that they were too stunned 
to react. Brent, using their shock to his advantage, made 
a last attempt to reach Michelle. “Please hear what I have 
to say! Let's not part like this! It could be years before 
we see each other again.” 

“We'll never see each other again!” she retorted furi- 
ously. “If you dare come back to Tall Oaks, I'll send a 
bullet into your stone-cold heart!” Her gaze flew to Big 
Luke and Jeremiah. “Get him out of here!” 

This time responding, they took a step toward Brent, 
but he stopped them with an exasperated wave of his arms. 
“Force isn’t necessary,” he grumbled. “I'll leave peace- 
fully.” Michelle’s stubbornness had finally aroused his own 
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anger. She was beyond reason and could see no farther 
than her wounded pride! 

He went to the doorway, turned back, and faced 
Michelle. “If I’m alive when this war is over, make no 
mistake, you will see me again! It’s not over between us, 
not by a long shot!” With that, he wheeled about and 
stalked out. Big Luke and Jeremiah followed. 

“What happened?” Lynnette asked. She was shocked. 

“I don’t want to talk about it!” Michelle snapped. 

“| think I have a right to know.” 

She relented. “Yes, | suppose you do. But I don’t think 
I can discuss it right now. I'll explain everything later.” 

Lynnette was disappointed, for her curiosity was strong. 
“All right, my dear. We'll talk later.” 

Brushing past her, Michelle suddenly darted out of the 
room. She didn’t know where she was going; she only 
knew she had to get away. She left by the front door, fled 
across the porch, and raced toward the woods. The two 
hounds spotted her and were quick to follow. 

Michelle ran headlong, as though her flight could carry 
her away from harsh reality. Without conscious thought she 
headed in the direction of the oak that had once overlooked 
the buried gold. 

By the time she reached the tree she was exhausted and 
out of breath. She dropped to her knees and placed a hand 
over her pounding heart, as if the gesture could slow down 
its rapid beat. 

Anger, rejection, and bitter pain swirled through her 
senses at the same time. It was more than she could bear. 
Wracking sobs emerged from deep inside her, their force 
causing her shoulders to shake violently. 

The dogs, sensing their mistress’s misery, went to her 
and whined softly. She placed an arm about each one of 
them, and as tears streamed down her face, she cried mis- 
erably, “I can hardly believe I’m in the woods crying with 
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only two old hounds to console me. God, I need my 
mother, my father, and most of all, 1 need Louella!” 

More tears gushed; she had never felt so alone. Before, 
Brent’s love had filled her heart, keeping her warm. Now 
her heart was empty, cold. 

She lay back on the grass and, surrendering to her pain, 
she wept uncontrollably; she cried for her parents, for 
Louella, but most of all, she cried over Brent. She wept a 
long time before her tears finally ran dry. She lay in the 
grass without moving. She remained that way for quite 
some time before sitting up and getting to her feet. 

Sorrow was. no longer etched on her face, a face that 
was now cold and determined. Her hands doubled into fists 
and she spoke resolutely. “I will not let Brent Sheldon 
destroy me! I have never in my life hated anyone, but I 
hate him! He's a liar, a cheat, and . . . and a coldhearted 
cad!” 

She turned about stiffly and started back to the house. 
In spite of her resolution, her heart suddenly weakened as 
she wondered if it was possible to hate Brent and still love 
him at the same time. She supposed it was indeed possible, 
for love couldn’t die overnight. It would take time and a 
lot of determination. 

When Michelle reached the house Lynnette was on the 
porch, wondering where she had gone. 

Climbing the steps, Michelle asked, “Did Brent leave?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

“Good!” she spat harshly. 

“He left this for you,” Lynnette said, handing her a 
sealed envelope. 

Michelle took it and ripped it into shreds. “I don’t want 
to read his lies any more than | want to hear them!” 

“Please tell me what happened.” 

Michelle motioned toward a chair. “Sit down and I'll 
tell you everything.” 

Lynnette was quick to do so. 


316 Rochelle Wayne 


Her eyes cold with anger, Michelle began her explana- 
tion by saying, “Brent Sheldon is a lying, low-down, de- 
spicable Yankee!” 


Turenty - five 


Brent had been gone for two months, and although 
Michelle had failed to cast him from her heart, she didn’t 
sink into a state of melancholy, for she was busy from morn- 
ing till night. Running Tall Oaks was a huge, time-consum- 
ing responsibility. She welcomed the work, for it kept Brent 
from dominating her thoughts. Her busy schedule, though, 
ended at night, and, alone in bed, she could no longer hold 
memories at bay. Her mind, inexorably turning to Brent, 
opened floodgates of torment that threatened to drown her 
in despair. Several times she ended up crying herself to 
sleep. 

That morning, when Michelle awoke, her eyes were red 
and puffy; she had cried again last night. The sun was 
barely cresting the sky, but, knowing she wouldn’t go back 
to sleep, she got out of bed. She dressed quickly, brushed 
her hair, and then pulled it back from her face with a blue 
ribbon the same shade as her dress. 

Going downstairs, she found Addie in the kitchen. She 
had just put a pot of coffee on the stove. 

“You sure is up and "bout early,” she told her mistress. 

Pulling out a chair, Michelle sat down. “I don’t sleep 
very well,” she murmured. 

Addie didn’t pry; she knew the reason for Michelle's 
insomnia. She loved her young mistress very much and 
was completely loyal; now she harbored ill-feelings toward 
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Brent. If he should come back to Tall Oaks, she would 
give him a piece of her mind. 

“What you want for breakfast?” Addie asked Michelle. 

“Nothing. I'll just have coffee.” 

“You gots to eat,” the woman chastised. “You's gettin’ 
thinner by the day.” 

“I haven’t had an appetite lately.” Her stomach was 
queasy, and the sickening taste of bile rose in her throat. 
Fighting back nausea, she swallowed heavily. “I wonder if 
I could be coming down with something,” she said to Ad- 
die. “I’ve been sick to my stomach all week.” 

Addie’s mind was sharp. “Is you mostly sick in the 
mornings?” 

Michelle nodded. “Yes. But as the day wears on, I start 
feeling better.” 

Addie drew out a chair and sat at the table. “Ma’am,” 
she began hesitantly, “I ain’t sure I got a right to question 
you, but I thinks I might know what's makin’ you sick.” 

Michelle waved a hand tersely, brushing aside Addie’s 
hesitancy. “Feel free to ask me whatever you want. I hope 
you do know what's ailing me.” 

The woman drew a deep breath, then asked outright, 
“Has you made love with Masta Sheldon?” 

The question took Michelle by surprise. “Wh. . . 
what?” 

“Please don’t get mad at me, ma’am. | ain’t bein’ in- 
solent. But when a woman’s sick in the mornings it usually 
means only one thing.” 

“Oh, no!” Michelle moaned, wondering why she hadn’t 
thought of it herself. 

“When was your last monthly?” 

She tried to remember. “I’m not sure. Let me think. It 
was before Brent came back to Tall Oaks.” 

“Is your breasts sore?” 

“A little sensitive, yes.” 
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Addie was sympathetic. “Miz Michelle, | thinks you's 
goin’ to have a baby.” 

Michelle was stunned. A baby! No! Fate couldn't be that 
cruel! Hadn’t she been through enough? Now, this? 

Addie reached across the table and placed her hand on 
Michelle’s, patting it soothingly. “You ain’t the first 
woman, and you won't be the last, to find yourself in this 
kind of trouble. It happens more often than you think.” 

“Oh, Addie!” she cried. “What will 1 do?” 

She smiled gently. “You's gonna have the baby, that’s 
what you’s gonna do.” Suddenly her smile disappeared. 
“You ain’t thinkin’ "bout gettin’ rid of it, is you?” 

Michelle’s hand flew to her stomach as though her 
baby’s life was being threatened. “No!” she gasped. “I 
could never do such a thing!” 

“I's glad to hear that.” 

“But, Addie, this child will be born out of wedlock! 
Don’t you realize what that means?” 

“Yes’m, I knows what you is sayin’. White folks brand 
babies ‘bastards’ when they is born out of wedlock, and 
they makes them outcasts.” 

“I can’t let that happen to my child.” 

“There ain’t nothin’ you can do "bout it. People is gonna 
make you an outcast too. They’s gonna treat you like you 
ain’t much better than one of them white harlots.” 

“My baby and I will not be subjected to such treatment. 
I don’t know how I'll save us, but I will! I'll think of 
something.” 

Addie got up from her chair. “Well, I’s gonna fix you 
a good breakfast. You need nourishment. You's eatin’ for 
two, you know.” She poured a cup of coffee and poured 
in warm cream and a spoonful of sugar, just the way 
Michelle liked it. She placed the cup before her mistress, 
then went to the stove. 

Michelle took a sip. The coffee was delicious and tasted 
just like Louella’s. She wished Louella was still here so 
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she could run to her cabin and fling herself into her arms. 
Not that Louella could make everything all right, but just 
being with her would ease her burden. 

Burden! She rejected the word; her baby was not a bur- 
den! She would never think of it that way again. A glowing 
feeling came over her, and she found herself basking in 
its warmth. She was going to have a baby—Brent’s baby! 

She took another sip of coffee and, putting her emotions 
aside, she started thinking practically. She had to come up 
with a solution. Somehow, some way, she would find a 
safe refuge for herself and her child. 


Hours later, Michelle was in the office, keeping the 
ledger up to date, when a knock sounded at the door. 

“Yes?” she called. 

Joseph stuck his head inside. “Masta Chris is here.” 

“Chris!” she exclaimed, leaping happily to her feet. 

“Yes’m,” he replied, “Louis Beauclair is with ‘im.” 

Louis! She sank back into her chair, her heart pounding 
with apprehension. She dreaded telling her grandfather that 
the gold was gone. She wondered how he would react. He 
would no doubt be furious. Mustering her courage, she got 
back to her feet and left the office. Her heart was still 
pounding as she moved down the hall and went to the 
parlor, where she found Chris and Louis, Lynnette with 
them. 

“Michelle!” Chris said cheerfully, giving her a warm 
hug. “It’s good to see you again.” His eyes swept over 
her. “You've lost weight. Have you been ill?” 

“No, I’m fine,” she murmured. “You're looking well.” 

“So far, the war has been a cakewalk for the Alabama 
militia.” 

She turned to Louis. “What are you doing with Chris?” 

“We met by accident. On my way here, | stopped at a 
roadside inn for lunch, and Chris was there.” 
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“Is Lazare with you?” 

“No, he’s in Cuba.” 

“You're traveling alone?” 

“| have six dependable slaves with me, and my overseer. 
They are outside. I don’t plan to stay very long.” 

Lynnette, unable to keep her hands off her brother, went 
to him and slipped her arm in his. Smiling, she told 
Michelle, “Chris is home on furlough. He has three whole 
days to spend with us! Isn’t that wonderful?” 

“Yes, it is,” she mumbled. Her heart was still beating 


rapidly. 
“Michelle,” Louis said, “I’m sure you know why I am 


She knew! She swallowed deeply, kept a strong hold on 
her composure, and said, “Louis, I need to talk to you and 
Chris in the office.” 

“But, Michelle . . .” Lynnette began. 

“This is urgent,” she cut in. “You'll have to excuse us, 
Lynnette.” She turned about and started for the office, 
knowing full well the men would follow. 

Michelle stood behind the desk and faced the pair with- 
out wavering. Inwardly, however, she was trembling. “I 
have something to tell you,” she began, turning her eyes 
to Louis. 

“What is it?” Sensing disaster, he stood riveted. 

“The gold is gone,” she said in one quick breath. 

“My God!” Louis bellowed. “How can it be gone?” 

“Brent Sheldon took it.” 

“Sheldon?” her grandfather asked harshly. “You mean 
that Yankee who was visiting Tall Oaks?” 

“Yes.” 

“Michelle,” Chris spoke up, “why would Brent steal the 
gold, and how did he know it was here?” 

“I don’t know how he knew. If you two will hear me 


out without interrupting, I'll explain everything.” 
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_ Cold fury radiated in Louis's eyes, but he held his si- 
lence. 

As clearly as possible, Michelle recounted Brent's un- 
expected arrival and his story about staying out of the war. 
With embarrassment, as well as shame, she explained the 
way in which Brent had persuaded her to reveal the gold’s 
location. She elaborated further, telling them about the let- 
ter from Charlene and her confrontation with Brent, ad- 
mitting lamely that by then it was too late to undo what 
she had done. 

Finishing her explanation, she waited apprehensively for 
Louis’s outburst, which she was sure was fo 

It did come, and it was much worse than Michelle had 
expected. Anger pulsed through Louis with such force that 
the veins in his neck protruded, and his face was so dis- 
torted that he looked like a madman. “You foolish little 
trollop!” he roared. “Do you realize what you have done? 
How could you have been so stupid?” 

“That's enough!” Chris cut in sharply. “I won’t let you 
talk to Michelle that way!” 

“I'll talk to her however I please!” He waved a hand 
in Michelle’s direction. “She just lost the war for the Con- 
federacy!” 

“I don’t think the fate of the Confederacy depended 
solely on that gold!” Chris retorted. 

Louis shot Michelle a murderous glare. “I should kill 

you for what you have done!” 

‘ “Pm sorry I lost the gold,” she replied, keeping a tight 
rein on her temper, “but you have no right to threaten 
me!” 

“Michelle,” Chris said, “I want to talk alone with 
Louis.” He didn’t have anything particular to say, but he 
hoped to calm the man, and he thought it wise to remove 
Michelle from the man’s presence. 

She didn’t even glance in Louis’s direction as she 
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walked out of the room. She moved down the hall and out 
the front door, hoping to avoid Lynnette. 

She sat down on the porch stoop, her elbows on her 
lap, and cupped her chin in her hands. She tried to block 
Louis’s rage from her mind, but the effort was futile. She 
believed he was angry enough to kill her. She was grateful 
for Chris’s presence; she shuddered to think what might 
have happened if she had been alone with Louis. 

Michelle remained on the porch for some time; then 
seeing Jeremiah leaving the blacksmith shop, she called 
out to him to wait for her. The overseer and slaves who 
had accompanied Louis were lounging around their buck- 
board, which was parked under a shady oak. The blacks 
knew better then to stare at Michelle, but the overseer 
ogled her lustfully as she made her way to Jeremiah. 

“You look mighty upset,” Jeremiah observed. 

She hadn't realized it was so obvious. 

Jeremiah knew about the gold, and he had seen Louis 
and the others arrive, along with Chris. “Did your grand- 
pappy give you a hard time?” he asked kindly. 

She nodded. “He’s very angry.” 

“You knew he would be, ma’am.” 

“Yes, 1 knew.” She sighed. “But I didn’t think he would 
be quite so furious. He hates me.” 

Since Louella’s death Jeremiah and Michelle had be- 
come very close. She had won his undying devotion, and 
he would give his life for her. Glancing over Michelle's 
shoulder, he saw Louis Beauclair leave the house and head 
in their direction. Jeremiah quickly stepped in front of his 
mistress, as though she was in need of his protection. 

She urged him aside; she wasn't afraid to face her 
grandfather. 

Louis stood before her, his eyes still filled with raging 
fury. “You're just like your mother!” he spat. 

“What does that mean?” she asked angrily. 

“She was a Jezebel!” he ranted. “She used her feminine 
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wiles to entrap my son! She tempted him, taunted him, 
and seduced him! She was a whore!” 

“How dare you talk that way about my mother!” 

“Ill say what I damned well please! You owe me that 
much.” 

“I owe you nothing! Get off my property!” 

“] should turn you over to the army as a traitor!” he 
continued to rant. “You claim Sheldon stole the gold, but 
do you know what I think? I think you are in cahoots with 
him!” 

“That’s a lie!” 

“Is it? Then prove it!” 

Louis’s threat was groundless; he knew he could never 
‘substantiate his charges. He merely wanted to express his 
suspicions to Michelle; if she was guilty, she would know 
that she hadn’t fooled him. Guilty or not, he hated her. 
Now, as he stared into her defiant eyes, anger boiled inside 
him like a volcano about to erupt. Then, suddenly, his rage 
did burst out of control, and he turned on her with fury. 
“I should have you shot for treason!” He drew back his 
arm and slapped her sharply across the face. 

The powerful blow sent her stumbling backward. 

Like an angry giant, Jeremiah stepped in front of 
Michelle, placing his strong body between her and Louis. 
He glared coldly at Beauclair. “Touch her again, suh, and 
I'll kill you on the spot!” 

Louis had to arch his neck to look up into the slave's 
eyes. “Why, you insolent Nigra!” he raved. 

Michelle pushed her way between the two men, facing 
her grandfather. “I want you off my property now. Leave, 
or I'll run you off with a shotgun! And don’t ever come 
back!” 

An ugly smirk curled his lips. “I don’t intend to ever 
see this place again, and I hope to God that I never again 
lay eyes on you!” He turned on his heel and stalked off. 
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Michelle and Jeremiah watched as Louis mounted his 
horse and departed with his entourage. 

“It's hard to believe that I’m actually kin to that man,” 
Michelle mused aloud. 

“Masta Charles sure wasn’t anything like his father.” 

She turned her face to his. “I’m grateful that you tried 
to help me, but you must never jeopardize yourself like 
that again.” 

Jeremiah spoke somberly. “What kind of a man would 
| be if I stood by and did nothin’? Just ‘cause my skin is 
black don’t mean I don’t think and feel like any other 
man.” 

She understood. “You're right. I’m sorry.” 

“We slaves got dignity, too. Most white folks think we 
don’t even know the meanin’ of the word. Maybe some of 
us don’t, but that don’t stop us from feelin’ it.” 

“No wonder Louella loved you so much,” she said with 
admiration. 

“I still miss her,” he replied sadly. 

“So do I,” she said. As her thoughts turned to her preg- 
nancy, she added, “I’ve never needed her more than I do 
right now.” 

He gave her a questioning look. 

A sudden blush colored her cheeks; she couldn’t very 
well explain why she needed Louella. “I should return to 
the house,” she said. “I'll see you later.” . 

Chris was in the parlor with Lynnette. As his sister chat- 
ted endlessly, he listened with half an ear, for his thoughts 
were on Tana. He hadn’t seen her since his arrival. He had 
considered asking Lynnette about her, but, certain of a lec- 
ture, he forgot the idea. 

Chris went to the liquor cabinet and was pouring himself 
a drink when Michelle came in. 

“Did you see Louis?” he asked. 

“Yes, 1 did,” she said stiffly. She rubbed a hand gingerly 
over her cheek; it still stung. She hoped it wasn’t red or 
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discolored, for she didn’t want Lynnette and Chris to ques- 
tion her. She preferred to forget the unpleasant episode. 
When they made no mention of her appearance, she sighed 
with relief; apparently her cheek bore no distinguishable 
marks. 

“Michelle,” Chris began, “I’m terribly disappointed in 
you. Alienating Louis was a big mistake. He’s very pow- 
erful.” 

She regarded Chris petulantly. “In the first place, I 
didn’t intentionally alienate him. And secondly, I don’t give 
a damn!” 

“Michelle!” Lynnette gasped. “Such language!” 

“Well, you should give a damn,” Chris 

“Don’t misunderstand me; I do care that I lost the gold, 
for I know how much the Confederacy needs it. But I'm 
not sorry that I destroyed a possible relationship with my 
grandfather. The man is despicable! If you'll excuse me, 
I think I'll go to my room and rest.” 

Michelle was halfway across the foyer before she real- 
ized Chris had followed her. She stopped to see what he 
wanted. 

“I know Louis’s visit was upsetting,” he said. “You 
should have Tana prepare you a hot bath. It will ease your 
tension.” He hoped she would agree, for he planned to 
intercept Tana when she came downstairs to heat the water. 

“I’m all right,” she replied. “Besides, I’m not sure if 
Tana is here. I think Addie sent her to pick blackberries. 
She plans to make a cobbler for tonight’s dessert.” 

Chris returned to the parlor, downed his brandy, and 
then said to Lynnette, “Well, I need to unpack.” He 
stretched as though fatigued. “I could use some rest my- 
self. Do you mind?” 

“No, of course not. I’m sure your journey was tiring.” 

He went to his sister and kissed her brow, then hurried 
upstairs. Moving down the hall, he bypassed his room and 
fled down the servants’ stairs. 
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Going out the back door, he headed toward the woods. 
He knew where the thickest blackberry bushes were lo- 
cated, and that was where he hoped to find Tana. 


Tana’s bucket was filled with ripe berries. She knew 
that Addie was in no hurry for her to return; she wouldn't 
start the cobbler until right before dinner, so it would still 
be warm when she served it. Tana knew she had a little 
time to do as she pleased, and she chose to spend it doing 
absolutely nothing. 

Finding a grassy spot beneath a tall maple, she stretched 
out and closed her eyes. Within minutes she drifted into 
a restful slumber. 

She was still asleep when Chris came upon her. He knelt 
beside her, and as his gaze traveled over her slender frame, 
he fully appreciated the view. She wore a light summer 
dress, and its thin fabric clearly defined her soft breasts 
and delicate hips. His eyes moved to her face. He thought 
her beautiful in repose. Bending his head, he touched his 
lips lightly to hers. 

She came awake with a start, and, for an instant she 
was frightened. But her fright was quickly replaced with 
surprise. “Masta Chris!” she exclaimed with joy. She sat 
up and went eagerly into his arms. 

Holding her close, he murmured, “Tana, I’ve dreamed 
of this moment since the day I left.” 

“Why didn’t you let anyone know you were coming 
home?” 

“I didn’t know myself until a few days ago. There 
wasn’t time to write.” 

She moved out of his arms. “Are you all right, Masta 
Chris? You aren’t wounded, are you?” 

“No,” he smiled. “I’m fine. | came home on furlough. 
And, Tana, when we're alone, you don’t have to call me 
master.” 
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“I'll try to remember, but it won’t be easy.” 

Adoration radiated in his eyes. “You're so beautiful. 
God, I’ve never needed a woman the way | need you!” 
He drew her back into his arms. “Promise you'll never 
leave me!” he pleaded. 

She couldn't bring herself to make such a pledge, for 
she still wanted more from life than to be a man’s bed 
wench or mistress. “Let’s not make any promises,” she 

in his ear. 

“I understand,” he murmured reluctantly. That he could 
lose her was difficult to imagine, though he knew someday 
he might have to face it. 

She placed a hand at the nape of his neck and coaxed 
his lips down on hers. As her kiss aroused his passion, he 
pushed their possible separation to the far recesses of his 
mind. Without interrupting their kiss, he eased her back 
onto the grass. 

She moved against him, fitting every curve of her body 
to his. His trousers didn’t prevent her from feeling his 
desire, and she thrust her thighs tightly against his hard- 
ness. 

Surrendering to the only person who made her feel 
loved and needed, Tana closed her mind to everything else. 


Tusenty -sbx 


Autumn arrived, covering the land with fallen leaves, their 
colors gold and brilliant red. The fields had yielded their 
cotton and now lay dormant. The last of the fresh vegetables 
were cooked, canned, and stored in the underground cellar. 
Churned butter joined the canned goods; now that the tem- 
perature had dropped, the cellar would stay cool. Hogs were 
butchered, and slabs of cured pork hung in the smokehouse. 
The plantation was ready for winter. 

The war continued to rage. Jeremiah or Peter rode to 
Montgomery daily, learned the latest news, and brought 
the information home to Michelle and Lynnette. They lis- 
tened avidly, interested in all the battles, even those fought 
far from home. So far, Alabama soil had remained free 
from invasion, though the coast had been blockaded. 

Michelle always listened closely when Jeremiah or Peter 
returned with information concerning General Sherman. 
John Stephens had sent her a letter, letting her know that 
Brent was riding with the well-known officer. She had an- 
swered the letter promptly, informing Stephens that she 
now considered Brent her enemy and did not wish to hear 
anything about him. She had been tempted to tell John 
that his nephew was a despicable spy, but she decided 
against it. She liked John and saw no reason to hurt him 
unnecessarily, and learning such a thing about Brent would 
surely have upset him. Despite the pain and heartache 
Brent had caused her, she would nonetheless find herself 


330 Rochelle Wayne 
paying rapt attention to all reports of Sherman and his 


Tall Oaks remained untouched by the war, and as 
autumn surrendered to winter, the plantation seemed safe 
from harm. 

Although the war was a vital part of Michelle’s life, it 
took second place to her pregnancy, her thoughts centered 
on protecting her child from scandal. She had a plan in mind, 
and when her condition became obvious she refused to leave 
the house or receive visitors. Lynnette, willing to protect 
Michelle, always found an excuse for her stepdaughter’s ab- 
sence if someone should call. When-she had learned of 
Michelle’s condition, she had been so upset that she had 
refused to talk to Michelle for days. But silence settled noth- 
ing, and she started talking to her stepdaughter again. 

Michelle planned to have the baby at home without a 
doctor in attendance. She intended to have Addie deliver 
her child. The woman was an experienced midwife. 

When Michelle and the baby were well enough to travel 
they would leave Tall Oaks secretly and travel to St. Louis. 
Her mother’s cousin, Ellen, lived there, and regularly cor- 
responded with Michelle. Taking Ellen into her confidence, 
Michelle had explained everything in a letter, asking if she 
and the child could stay with her. Ellen was sympathetic 
and did not pass judgment, assuring her that she and the 
child were more than welcome. 

Ellen’s cooperation was a godsend. Michelle was now 
confident that she had secured a safe refuge. She and the 
child would return to Tall Oaks in three or four years with 
the story that she had married and that her husband had 
died. She knew such a lie was shaky, but it was the best 
she could come up with. She had now come to believe 
that Brent's speculation was right: This war would surely 
drag on for years. Several politicians and newspapers now 
shared in this belief. The possibility was tragic, but it 
would nonetheless work to her advantage. By the time she 
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returned to Tall Oaks people would be too busy rebuilding 
their lives to give her and her child much thought. That 
she had married hastily, become a widow, and conceived 
a child would not be uppermost in their minds, for they 
would have too many problems of their own to think about. 

With her future decided, Michelle became a recluse 
within the walls of her own home. 


January brought rain coupled with chilling winds, and 
the first month of the year was much colder than usual. 

Michelle sat in the parlor, her chair close to the fireplace 
so that she could feel its full warmth. Rain splattered against 
the windowpanes, and a strong northern wind found its way 
under doors and through cracks, sending a cold draft across 
the floors. 

She slid an ottoman in front of the hearth, and placed 
her feet on it. The cup of hot chocolate she was sipping 
soon had her feeling warm and drowsy. 

Lynnette sat on the sofa, reading a novel. She marked 
her place, then put the book aside and went to the fire- 
place. She held her hands, palms up, toward the heat. She 
turned so that she could see her stepdaughter and a frown 
furrowed her brow as she lowered her gaze to Michelle's 
swollen stomach. The baby was due next month, and Lyn- 
nette wasn’t looking forward to its arrival. She was terribly 
upset that Michelle had gotten herself into such a disgrace- 
ful predicament. Michelle did not plan to tell Chris the 
story she had conjured up for outsiders; she intended to 
be frank with him. But whether she told him the truth or 
not was immaterial; Lynnette wasn’t sure if Chris would 
marry her now. He might refuse to wed a woman who had 
not only been intimate with another man, but had also 
given birth to his child. And even if Chris could overlook 
Michelle’s shame, what if Brent returned? This child would 
certainly bring him and Michelle back together. That pos- 
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sibility was Lynnette’s biggest concern. If only . . . if only 
Michelle would agree to give the baby away as soon as it 
was born. That way, if Chris did marry her, Brent Sheldon 
would no longer be a threat. Several times Lynnette had 
tried to talk to Michelle about abandoning the child, but 
her efforts had been wasted. Michelle refused to even con- 
sider such a thing. 

Now Lynnette drew a deep breath and decided to try to 
reason with her again. “Michelle, I don’t want you to get 
upset with me, but, dear, your time is drawing near. I do 
wish you would give some thought to sending the baby to 
an orphanage. You must consider what is best for the child. 
You must surely realize that this story you have fabricated 
is unbelievable. No one will accept it.” 

“You don’t know that. Besides, my mind is made up; 
I'm keeping my baby!” 

“Living such a lie will not be easy, especially for you. 
You've always been so honest.” 

“I’m aware it won't be easy. But if it keeps my baby 
safe, it’s a small price to pay.” 

“But what about Tall Oaks? Who will take care of 
things until Chris returns?” 

“I'll show you how to keep the ledgers up to date. Big 
Luke and Jeremiah can manage everything else.” 

“Michelle, have you considered the other slaves? I can’t 
believe you are foolish enough to think they will keep your 
secret.” 

“Some of them will.” 

“But what about the ones who won’t?” 

“White folks don’t listen to slaves’ gossip.” 

“Well, they will certainly listen to this kind of gossip!” 

Michelle regarded her stepmother angrily. “Let them lis- 
ten! I don’t care!” 

“Will you please be rational?” 

“This is my baby and I’m not giving it away! If life 
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here becomes intolerable for us, I'll sell Tall Oaks and 
leave Alabama.” 

“Sell Tall Oaks?” Lynnette gasped. “But this is our 

| hie 

“My child’s happiness comes first; you will do well to 
remember that.” 

Before Lynnette could respond, Tana came into the 
room. “Miz Michelle,” she said, “Addie’s awfully sick.” 

“Sick!” she said, getting to her feet. “But she seemed 
fine this morning.” 

“She was feeling poorly then, but after breakfast she 
started feeling even worse.” 

Michelle left with Tana and went to Addie’s room, off 
the kitchen. The woman was in bed. Pulling a chair up 
close, Michelle sat beside her. “How do you feel?” she 
asked. 

“T's be all right. I just have a real bad cold.” Sitting up, 
Addie covered her mouth and coughed. 

Michelle didn’t like the sound of it; the woman's lungs 
were obviously congested. 

Lying back, Addie continued, “Don’t you worry none 
*bout me. But, honey, you shouldn’t be here. Not in your 
condition. Colds are mighty catchin’, and you don’t want 
to come down sick.” 

Michelle was reluctant to leave, but she knew Addie was 
right. “I don’t want you to be alone. I'll have Tana sit 
with you,” 

“That’s fine, ma’am.” 

Michelle got up and motioned for Tana to follow. Out- 
side the closed door, she said, “Addie’s cold seems serious. 
I’m worried that it might turn into pneumonia. Keep a 
very close watch on her, and if she gets worse, let me 
know.” 

“Yes’m, I will. But Addie’s strong and healthy. I’m sure 
she'll be all right.” 

“Yes, but until we know that for sure, I want someone 


— 
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with her at all times. When you tire have Lucy relieve 
you.” 


Tana went back into the bedroom, and Michelle headed 
for the parlor. She was crossing the foyer when, all at 
once, her water broke. The sudden gushing force took her 
by such surprise that she cried out. 

Lynnette, hearing her, rushed from the parlor. The pud- 
die at Michelle’s feet told her what had happened. “Good 
Lord!” she moaned. “It’s too early! You aren’t due for 
three or four more weeks.” 

A sharp pain cut into Michelle’s lower back, and with 
a grimace, she said, “This baby has decided to come early 
and without much warning.” /ts as unpredictable as its 
father! she thought to herself. 

“I'll help you upstairs, then fetch Addie.” 

“No. Addie’s too sick. Mandy has delivered babies; 
she’ll know what to do.” 

The pain in her back grew worse, almost buckling her 
knees. She needed Lynnette’s full support to climb the 
stairs. 


Hours went by, passing slowly for Michelle. The pains 
in her back finally subsided but were replaced by contrac- 
tions that steadily grew closer and closer together. 

Lynnette, sitting beside the bed and holding Michelle's 
hand, asked Mandy, “Isn't this taking too long? She’s been 
in labor an awfully long time.” 

“No, ma’am,” the woman answered. “First-time babies 
usually take a long time comin’. But it ain’t gonna be 
much longer now.” 

Lynnette looked down at Michelle. “Did you hear that, 
dear? It’s almost over.” 

Just then Michelle was between contractions. Summon- 
ing a weak smile, she whispered, “It's not too bad, Lyn- 
nette. Really, it isn’t.” 
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“You don’t have to be brave. I can well imagine the 
pain you are suffering. When it gets worse, and it will, 
scream if you want.” 

She shook her head. “It won't get that bad.” 

“Miz Michelle,” Mandy said, “if you just relax and 
don’t fight it, it'll be a lot easier.” 

“] don’t intend to fight it. I can hardly wait to hold my 
baby.” Her face turned fearful. “Mandy, will my baby be 
all right? It’s coming so early.” 

“Lots of babies come a month too soon, but most of 
em are fine.” 

Suddenly she had another contraction, and this one was 
much harder than the others. Michelle had an overwhelm- 
ing urge to push. 

Mandy threw back the covers and placed a clean sheet 
under Michelle’s buttocks. “You needs to push—then 
push!” she ordered. 

She needed no encouragement; the desire to push was 
too strong to control. 

The blazing fireplace had the room so warm that 
Michelle’s body was soon drenched in perspiration. The 
heat, combined with her exhaustion, brought her close to 
unconsciousness. Mustering the last of her strength, she 
fought off the blackness and pushed through each contrac- 
tion. 

Later, Michelle wouldn’t remember the final contraction 
that brought her baby into the world, for her mind would 
mercifully block out such unspeakable pain. She would, 
however, remember Mandy saying she had a boy. Tragi- 
cally, she would also recall the deathly silence that fol- 
lowed her son’s birth. 

Holding the tiny infant by his heels, Mandy slapped his 
bottom. He made no sound, and she repeated the process. 
Still, he didn’t cry. Placing the baby across her lap, she 
put two fingers in his mouth to clear his throat, then 
slapped him again. 
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Michelle waited with held breath, praying that this time 
he would cry. “God!” she moaned. “My baby! Mandy, 
why won't he cry?” 

“Get the laudanum,” Mandy told Lynnette. “Hurry, 
ma’am!” 

She grabbed the bottle and handed it to Mandy, who 
quickly forced Michelle to take the heavy sedative. “She'll 
rest now,” Mandy said. “She'll sleep peaceful for hours.” 

The laudanum’s trace of opium worked quickly, and 
Michelle’s mind was soon drug-laced. “My baby! My 
baby!” she cried over and over, but her cries weakened as 
the medicine took control. 

“The child?” Lynnette asked, her eyes staring into 
Mandy’s. 

The woman shook her head. “He never breathed. Still- 
born. I reckon he was too small. He cain’t weigh more 
than four—five pounds.” 

Michelle was now floating away from reality and toward 
mindless oblivion. Before darkness came, however, another 
hard contraction tore into her ruthlessly. She was almost 
unconscious, and the pain barely registered. Her body de- 
manded that she push, and she barely had time to obey 
before sinking into a black, bottomless void. 

“Lord above!” Mandy exclaimed, moving to the foot of 
the bed. “She’s havin’ twins!” Michelle's final push had 
crested the baby’s head. Placing one hand on the infant's 
forehead and one under its chin, Mandy turned it slightly, 
then easily delivered Michelle's daughter. This baby needed 
no spanking to make it breathe; it was crying at the top 
of its lungs. “A girl!” Mandy said to Lynnette. “She's 
small, too, but she appears to be mighty strong.” She 
hefted the infant in her hands. “I reckon this one weighs 
"bout six pounds, maybe a little more.” 

“Michelle! You have a daughter!” Lynnette exclaimed, 
looking down at her stepdaughter only to find her uncon- 
scious. 
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The baby’s cries quickly quieted, as though now that she 
had loudly announced her presence, she was willing to rest 
her lungs. 

Mandy handed the infant to Lynnette. “You best clean 
the baby while I tend to Miz Michelle.” 

Lynnette took the child to the crib and put her down 
carefully. She wet a cloth and rubbed it over the baby’s 
tender flesh. The girl had a lot of hair for a newborn. It 
was reddish in color, and Lynnette thought that someday 
it would be as auburn as Michelle's. She was putting a 
warm gown on the baby when Mandy came up behind her. 

“Miz Michelle don’t know that baby even exists,” 
Mandy murmured. 

“Yes, I know,” she said, facing the woman. “I have a 
feeling you have something on your mind.” 

“Ma’am, you's told me many times that you want Miz 
Michelle to give up her baby. If you was to take this child 
to the orphanage, Miz Michelle would never know. No- 
body knows nothin’. We’s the only two people who know 
"bout this baby.” 

“But how can I take this child to the orphanage? They 
would want a full explanation. Even if I could come up 
with a believable story, everyone in town would learn that 
I had taken a baby to the orphanage. Such gossip would 
soon reach Michelle. It wouldn’t take her long to figure 
out the truth.” 

“I got an idea. Earlier, when I went downstairs for hot 
water, there was a knock at the back door. It was Masta 
Yancey. He ain’t in the army no more, ‘cause he fell off 
his horse and broke his leg. He’s got a real bad limp. I 
didn’t tell you he was here ‘cause I was too busy takin’ 
care of Miz Michelle.” 

“What did Mr. Yancey want?” Lynnette interrupted. 

“He wanted supper and a place to sleep for the night. 
I gave "im some food and told ‘im I'd ask you "bout 
spendin’ the night.” 
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“But what does Yancey have to do with all this?” 
“Here’s what I got in mind . . .” Mandy began. 


Lynnette found Yancey in the kitchen, drinking coffee. 
He was alone. He pushed back his chair and got to his 


“Please, sit back down,” she said with a wave of her 
hand. “Wait here. I need to talk to you.” She went to 
Addie’s door, opened it, and stepped inside. 

Tana was keeping a bedside vigil. 

“How’s Addie?” Lynnette asked. 

“She's better.” 

“Is she asleep?” 

“Yes’m. Has Miz Michelle had her baby yet?” 

“The child was stillborn,” Lynnette answered somberly. 

“Oh, no!” Tana cried. 

“Your mistress is heavily sedated. Later, you may go to 
her room and sit with her. I'll have Lucy stay with Addie.” 
Lynnette turned about and left the room, closing the door 
behind her. 

“Come with me,” Lynnette said to Yancey. 

He followed her from the kitchen, down the hall, and 
into the office. Taking the chair behind the desk, Lynnette 
told him, “You may pour yourself a drink if you like.” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied, surprised to receive 
such a friendly welcome. 

She waited until he was seated, drink in hand, before 

i “Mr. Yancey, I’m sure you harbor ill feelings 
toward my stepdaughter. After all, she did fire you. How- 
ever, when this war is over Chris will marry Michelle. He 
will run this plantation, not his wife. He always approved 
of your work, so he will no doubt ask you to return.” She 
paused, drew a long breath, and then continued. “But there 
is a problem, and I need your help.” 

She had no time to waste, so she didn’t mince words, 
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telling him outright that Michelle had given birth to twins. 
She let him know that the boy was dead, but that the girl 
had survived. “Michelle was sedated when the girl was 
born,” she explained. “She doesn’t know that she had a 
second child.” 

“What do you want from me?” Yancey asked. 

“For months I have tried to convince Michelle to give 
her baby away, but she refused to even consider it. That 
child, Mr. Yancey, poses a threat to your future, as well as 
mine. It might very well prevent a marriage between Chris 
and Michelle. And if Mr. Sheldon survives the war, 
Michelle is liable to marry him for the child’s sake. Which 
means that he will run Tall Oaks. Chris and I will become 
unwanted guests, and you will never be reinstated. I’m 
hoping that your desire to be overseer here coupled with 
your dislike for Michelle will persuade you to help me.” 

He downed his whiskey but didn’t say a thing. 

“Well?” she persisted. “Are you willing to help?” 

“Why not? What do you want me to do?” 

“I’m sure you know a lot of women who will . . . will 
do anything for a price.” 

He grinned broadly. “I know a few, yeah.” 

“Mr. Yancey, do you know one who will take Michelle’s 
daughter to the orphanage?” 

He thought a moment. “I have someone in mind. Her 
name is .. .” 

“I don’t want to know her name!” Lynnette cut in 
firmly. “The less I know, the better! When she delivers 
the child to the orphanage she is to tell the person in 
charge that its mother is a prostitute who wishes to remain 
unnamed. Mr. Yancey, you must not tell your friend that 
Michelle is the child’s mother!” 

“You got my word. But my lady friend’s gonna want 
some money. She ain’t gonna do this for nothin’.” 

Lynnette unfastened the string of pearls about her neck 
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and handed the necklace to Yancey. “Give her these. They 
are worth more than she can make in a year.” 

He shoved the necklace into his pocket. “I could use a 
little money myself.” 

She removed the matching earrings. “Here; take these.” 

“You're very generous, ma’am.” 

She got to her feet. “Hitch up the buckboard and bring 
it to the back of the house. If anyone sees you, tell them 
you are running an errand for me. You'll need help with 
the baby, so Mandy will ride to town with you.” 

“Yes. ma’am,” he said. He dropped the earrings in the 

pocket that held the necklace, then hobbled out of the 
room. 
Alone, Lynnette went limp, as though life had suddenly 
drained from her body. A headache began to pound at her 
temples. That she was actually taking Michelle’s baby made 
her sick to her stomach, and for a moment she thought she 
might actually throw up. But the hard armor she had inher- 
ited from her stoical father surfaced. She stood ngid, her 
feet firmly planted. She was doing the right thing for every- 
one concerned, including the child. She was a healthy baby 
and would undoubtedly be given a good home. 

She left the office and went upstairs, where Mandy had 
hidden the baby in a spare bedroom. 


Full darkness had settled before Lucy finally relieved 
Tana, who went straight upstairs to be with her mistress. 
She drew a chair close to the bed and sat down. 

Shortly thereafter, the laudanum began to wear off, re- 
leasing Michelle from her dark, fathomless prison. The 
blackness that surrounded her took on a grayish hue, and 
she felt as though she were trapped in a heavy fog. Gradu- 
ally, like a curtain lifted in slow motion, the mist cleared 
and gave way to a lamp’s soft glow and the flickering light 
of the hearth. 
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“Miz Michelle,” Tana murmured, taking her hand. “Do 

want a drink of water?” 

Michelle’s throat was terribly parched, and she nodded 
her head. 

Tana poured fresh water from the bedside pitcher; then, 
elevating Michelle’s head, she placed the glass to her lips. 
Michelle managed a couple of swallows, then brushed the 

aside. Gently, Tana eased her back on the pillow. 

“Tana,” Michelle whispered raspingly, “tell me I had a 
nightmare. Please say it was only a bad dream. God, please 
say my son is alive!” 

“I’m sorry, ma’am.” A sob rose in her throat, and tears 
stung her eyes. 

“Oh, God! I want to die!” Michelle moaned. 

“Don’t say that! Somehow, you'll get through this! 
You're a survivor, Miz Michelle.” 

“I’m not sure I can survive this,” she said weakly. An- 
guish tore into her without mercy, and her heart felt as 
though it were being ripped from her chest. “My baby!” 
she cried. “Oh, God, why did you take my baby?” 

Tana sat on the edge of the bed and took Michelle into 
her arms, holding her tightly. “Let yourself cry. It’s the 
best medicine.” 

Her grief was too severe to suppress and, clinging to 
Tana, Michelle wept harder than she had ever cried in her 
life. Finally exhaustion took its toll, and she went limp in 
Tana’s arms. 

Carefully, Tana positioned the pillow beneath Michelle’s 
head. “Try to get some sleep,” she murmured. 

“Sleep,” Michelle repeated. “I wish I could sleep for- 
ever.” 

“No, you don’t wish that,” Tana argued gently. “You 
feel that way now, but time will help.” 

Time! Michelle thought. The healer of all wounds! But 
not this wound—not in a hundred years! She knew the 
pain of losing her son would never completely go away. 
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Against her will, her thoughts went to Brent. She found 
herself wishing he was here to share her grief, to hold her 
in his arms. But the feeling left as quickly as it came; she 
could do without his sympathy. Her thoughts returned to 
her baby, bringing on a fresh supply of tears. She buried 
her face in her pillow and wept. 


“Lil, don’t you waste no time takin’ that kid to the or- 
phanage,” Yancey said firmly. 

He had taken the baby to Lillian Perry. Until recently, 
the woman had run a less than flourishing bordello, but 
her business had finally failed. She hadn’t been all that 
prosperous before the war, but had managed to turn a 
small profit. Her customers had consisted mostly of young 
men without much money, and now that they were off 
fighting for the Confederacy, she could no longer afford 
to stay open. Yancey had decided to take the child to Lil 
because he knew she was in need of funds. 

Her girls had moved out of the two-story house. Only 
Lil and her colored maid remained, but not for long. Lil 
had sold her property and was planning to leave in a cou- 
ple of days. She didn’t have the financial means or the 
initiative to continue her line of work. Instead, she intended 
to move to Mobile and buy a dress shop. She was fully 
aware that her reputation would follow her, but she didn’t 
plan to sew for the gentry—she would sell seductive 

and revealing negligees to houses of ill-repute. 

“Did you hear what I said?” Yancey asked gruffly. 
“Don’t waste no time gettin’ that kid to the orphanage.” 

They were in the parlor, and Lil had placed the baby 
beside her on the sofa. “Ill take her as soon as you leave.” 

“Good! And remember, don’t say nothin’ to nobody 
about this.” 

She had Lynnette’s necklace in her hands, and as she 
fingered the pearls, she assured him, “I won’t say a word.” 
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Although she was anxious for him to leave, she didn’t 
show it. 

Yancey knew she was planning to leave Montgomery. 
“Well, I reckon I won’t be seein’ you again.” He hesitated, 
then said a little sheepishly, “Since this is good-bye, how 
about we go to bed? Bein’ you got them pearls ‘cause of 
me, I think I should get a free tumble. Don’t you?” 

She did not, and said so sharply. 

Yancey was disappointed. Although Lil was past her 
prime, she was still very desirable. “Well, if that’s how 
you feel, I reckon I can’t change your mind.” He went to 
the doorway, saying over his shoulder, “I'll show myself 
out.” 

The rain had stopped early that afternoon, but it was 
starting to pour again. Yancey had left Mandy in the buck- 
board. It was parked in the open, and she was getting 
soaked. As he climbed into the driver’s seat, she asked, 
“Is the woman gonna cooperate?” 

“Yeah,” he mumbled, slapping the reins against the 

team. 
Mandy picked up a blanket from the back. Hoping it 
would shelter her from the rain, she threw it over her head 
and shoulders. As she huddled beneath the cover, she 
gloated inwardly. She ‘had finally gotten her revenge on 
Michelle. 

Lil stood at the parlor window and watched the buck- 
board leave. Then, whirling about, she hurried to the sofa, 
lifted the baby, and cradled her in her arms. Motherly love 
shone in Lil’s eyes as she gazed down into the infant’s 
sleeping face. “Take you to the orphanage?” she cooed. 
“Why, I'd rather die. My darling little girl, you are the 
answer to my prayers. I once had a daughter of my own, 
but she only lived a few hours. Afterward I was cursed 
with an empty womb, but now I have you.” She kissed 
the child’s forehead. “From this moment on Ill be your 
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mother. We're moving to Mobile, and I'll tell everyone that 
you are mine.” 

The baby whimpered and doubled her little hands into 
fists. 
“Are you hungry? Well, that isn’t a problem. My maid 
had a baby last month, and she has enough milk for you, 
as well as her own child.” 

Holding her new daughter protectively close, Lil went 
in search of her maid. 


Pant Three 
The Aftermath 


Turenty -4EVEN 


On April 9, 1865, Robert E. Lee surrendered to General 
Ulysses Grant. Two days later the Confederates abandoned 
Fort Huger and Fort Tracy, the last remaining fortifications 
blocking Union troops from Mobile, Alabama. That night, 
the Confederates pulled out of the city itself, leaving it to 
the enemy. 
A formal surrender ceremony took place on the twelfth 
of April—although neither Lee nor Grant attended. That 
same day, federal troops occupied the city of Mobile, and 
Wilson’s Union cavalry took over Montgomery. But it 
‘wasn’t until April 30 that Generals Canley and Taylor met 
near Mobile and agreed to a truce to arrange for the sur- 
render of all Confederate troops in Alabama, as well as 
Mississippi. The war was officially over for Alabama. 

Alabama soldiers began to straggle home. Many of them 
were worn out, broken in health, crippled, in rags, half- 
starved. Devastation greeted them as they made their way 
across the state. Manufacturing establishments that existed 
before the war had been destroyed. Public buildings used 
by Confederate authorities in all the towns were burned or 
turned over to the Freedmen’s Bureau. The stocks of goods 
in stores had long been exhausted. All bonds and currency 
were now worthless, and most planters were as destitute 
as the poorest Negroes. 

Thousands of private residences had been destroyed, es- 
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pecially in northern Alabama, where the countryside had 
been even more thoroughly devastated than the path Sher- 
man had burned through Georgia. 

During the war farm animals near the path of armies 
had been carried away or killed by passing troops—Con- 
federates as well as Federals. Horses, mules, cows, and 
other domestic animals had almost completely disappeared, 
except in secluded districts. 

Negroes were now scarce on farms and plantations; 
when the Federal troops passed through many of the slaves 
followed and did not return. At the war’s end, hundreds 
more took advantage of their new freedom and left their 
masters’ homes. 

The countryside was littered with burned homes, their 
charred chimneys standing like sentinels guarding a beaten 
land. Few Southern mansions were spared the Union's 
flaming torch; but Tall Oaks escaped such a fiery demise. 


The day was overcast. It had rained all morning, but 
now the storm had moved eastward, leaving a cloudy, dis- 
mal sky in its wake. Michelle didn’t mind the gloomy 
weather; it was perfectly in tune with her mood. For 
months depression had threatened to totally consume her. 
But she was a survivor, and her spirit fought against sink- 
ing into a state of despondency. The struggle, however, 
was not easy, and, now, as she stood beside her son’s tiny 
grave, she was tempted to let depression win. She wasn’t 
sure why she kept fighting when there was nothing left to 
fight for. She had lost the people she loved the most: her 
parents, Louella, and her son. Tall Oaks, which had once 
been so prosperous, was now completely destitute. The 
dozens of slave cabins, where her people had resided, bore 
children, and lived out their lives, were now mostly empty. 
The few Negroes who remained did so because they saw 
themselves as too old to start over. With the younger Ne- 
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groes gone, the slave quarters were starkly quiet; there 
were no sounds of children’s voices raised in rambunctious 
play. The singing, laughter, and chattering of slaves no 
longer existed—the quarters were as silent as a ghost town. 
The big house seemed as empty as the quarters, for many 
servants had left, along with the field hands. Even Joseph, 
who was past his prime, had decided to make it on his 


own. 

The stables that had sheltered nearly thirty horses were 
now empty and falling to ruin. The barn housed only one 
mule, along with a single cow. The invading Federals had 
left the mule because it was too old for service. However, 
during their short stay they had either confiscated or butch- 
ered every hog and cow belonging to Tall Oaks. The Con- 
federates had already taken possession of Michelle’s 
horses, except for her mare. The Federals were not as con- 
siderate. When they left the mare went with them. Days 
later one cow came back home. It had apparently wandered 
away from the troops and somehow found its way back to 
Tall Oaks. 

The acres upon acres of land that once had overflowed 
with cotton were now barren. In some places weeds grew 
waist-high. 

Behind the house, Michelle and Addie planted a small 
vegetable garden. The ground was fertile, and the garden 
helped provide food for the few occupants left at Tall 
Oaks. The invading Federals killed a lot of wildlife, but 
the thick woods on Michelle’s property survived most of 
the enemy’s assaults. Therefore, meat on the table was not 
a rarity, and the river furnished a plentiful supply of fish. 
Despite Alabama's devastation, the people at Tall Oaks did 
not go hungry. 

Michelle was thankful that she and the others were not 
on the verge of starvation. Confederate soldiers, on their 
way home, often stopped at Tall Oaks for a meal, which 
was gladly given. From these soldiers Michelle learned that 
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many families were not as fortunate as her own. War was 
no longer their enemy; now it was hunger. 

Although Michelle was grateful that she had food and 
that her home had not been burned, it wasn’t enough to 
completely protect her from depression. She fought the 
emotion daily. If her son had lived, she knew he would 
have given her the will to overcome the war's devastation, 
and to rebuild Tall Oaks. But losing her son had left her 
heart hollow and her spirits crushed. She could only mus- 
ter the strength and the initiative to survive each day as it 
came, The future was only a blur in the back of her mind. 
Sometimes she attempted to bring it forth, to clear a path 
for herself and the others at Tall Oaks, but her efforts 
continually failed. Tomorrow always returned to the far re- 
cesses of her mind. 

Now, as she gazed down at her son’s small headstone, 
her eyes were dry. Inside, though, her heart had not healed, 
and the pain of losing her baby was still very real. That 
only three years had passed since his birth was hard for 
her to imagine, for it seemed eons ago. But at other times, 
it seemed more like yesterday. 

Her eyes swept over the cemetery, resting briefly on 
each headstone. Her entire family was here. She thought 
about her two brothers, whose lives had been snuffed out 
at such young ages. 

When she went back to the house she found Lynnette 
standing on the front porch. 

“I was looking for you,” Lynnette said. “Where have 
you been?” 

“At the cemetery,” she said, climbing the steps. 

“You go there too often,” her stepmother chastised gen- 
tly. “You know it only makes you sad.” 

Michelle sat down in a cane rocker. “Why were you 
looking for me?” 

“No special reason. I was just lonely.” Lynnette moved 
to the swing and dropped into it, as though she was ex- 
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tremely weary. A deep sigh escaped her lips and tears 
misted her eyes. “Oh, Michelle!” she moaned. “Why did 
there have to be a war? If only it had never happened. 
God, I wish things could be the way they were before! 
What I wouldn't give for a new dress!” 

“Our clothes are pretty threadbare. But food is more 
important, At least we aren’t hungry.” 

“Maybe so, but our diet is certainly monotonous: fish, 
wild game, and the few vegetables we've managed to 


“A monotonous diet is better than none at all.” But 
Michelle’s words had no sting to them. 

Lynnette regarded her thoughtfully. She was worried about 
her stepdaughter. Losing her son had robbed Michelle of her 
vivacious spirit. Lynnette had believed time would heal 
Michelle’s grief, that she would bounce back. “Dear . . .” 
she began hesitantly, “I’m very concerned about you.” 

“Why?” 

“Sometimes I feel as though you are withdrawing from 


“That's absurd. I face reality every day. Haven’t I kept 
food on the table? Didn’t I help Big Luke cut down trees 
this winter so we could have firewood? Isn’t our home 
still standing? I face reality, all right! I don’t like it, but 
I don’t run from it.” 

“But . . . but you always seem so sad.” 

“Lynnette, you have never lost a child. If you had, you 
would know that I will always grieve.” 

“It should get easier with time.” 

“I suppose it does,” she replied flatly. 

Guilt was not a stranger to Lynnette. Since the night 
she had sent Michelle’s daughter to the orphanage it had 
visited her often. Now it returned again without an invi- 
tation. When she had given the baby away she had never 
dreamed that, three years later, Michelle would still be 
wrapped in grief. A few: times she had been tempted to 
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go to the orphanage and, if the child was still there, bring 
her home. But considering it was as far as Lynnette went. 
Michelle would certainly turn on her with fury and order 
her from Tall oaks. Where would she go? How would she 
survive? She would probably even lose Chris—he'd never 
forgive her for alienating Michelle. Therefore, despite Lyn- 
nette’s nagging guilt, she put self-preservation first. 

Thinking about Chris prompted Lynnette to ask, “Don’t 
you think Chris should be home by now?” 

Yes, if he’s still alive, Michelle thought. They hadn’t 
heard from him in over a year. But she didn’t speak her 
thoughts aloud, as though voicing the possibility might 
make it come true. She felt she couldn’t bear another 
death. 

For Lynnette’s benefit she forced an encouraging smile 
to her lips. “I’m sure hell be here soon.” Then, watching 
her companion closely, she asked, “Do you think Victor 
Crawford will visit again?” 

Lynnette was visibly uncomfortable with the question. 
“Why in the world did you bring up his name?” 

“I don’t know. But I have a feeling he’s never far from 
your thoughts. Why haven't you ever told me what hap- 
pened between you two when he came here to see you?” 

“Nothing happened,” she said stiffly. 

“I find that hard to believe. He was supposed to spend 
the night but left unexpectedly. Did you ask him to go?” 

“No, I didn’t.” Lynnette got to her feet and started for 
the door. 

“You always run away when I bring up Victor's name,” 
Michelle said. “If he comes back, you might not find it 
so easy to run from him. He struck me as a man who 
isn’t easily dissuaded.” 

“He’s a rogue and a liar,” Lynnette said harshly. “He 
made a fool of me once and he will never do so again!” 
She eyed her stepdaughter keenly. “I’m sure you under- 
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stand exactly how I feel. After all, Brent Sheldon and Vic- 
tor Crawford are two of a kind.” She went into the house. 

Hearing Brent’s name opened wounds that hadn’t 
mended. Although Michelle had tried diligently to wipe 
him from her mind, her efforts had failed miserably. His 
was a memory that wouldn’t go away. She knew that Vic- 
tor’s possible reappearance wasn’t the only one on the ho- 
rizon; Brent could also come back. He had said that he 
would, and Michelle didn’t doubt that when he had said 
it, he meant it. But that had been over three years ago, 
and he might feel differently now. He could even be dead! 
That possibility was painful, but it also made her angry 
with herself. Had she no pride, no self-respect? Brent had 
lied to her, used her, shattered her life; still, he had a 
permanent place in her heart! 

Seeing a lone rider approaching the house, she cleared 
her mind and moved to the edge of the porch. He was too 
far away for her to make out clearly. She supposed it was 
another soldier on his way home, stopping by to ask for 
food. The horse moved sluggishly; the rider, slumped over 
the saddle, didn’t seem to be in much better condition. 

Michelle moved down the porch steps. She was sure this 
soldier needed care as much as food. She had nursed sick 
soldiers before and was ready to do so again. 

The rider had almost reached the house before she rec- 
ognized him. “Chris!” she exclaimed, hurrying to help him 
dismount. 

He practically fell from his horse and into her arms. 
“Michelle,” he moaned weakly. “God, it’s good to be 
home.” 

“You're ill!” she cried. 

Somehow he found the strength to leave her arms and 
stand without support. Michelle watched helplessly as he 
was seized by a coughing fit that left him even weaker. 
“T’ll be all right,” he mumbled. “All I need is rest and 
food.” 
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Michelle didn’t think so; he needed a doctor. An un- 
kempt beard covered his face, but she could see beneath 
it that he was deathly pale. Emaciated, he looked as though 
his bones had been swallowed up by his tattered uniform. 
Her heart broke when she gazed into his eyes, for they 
were dull, glassy, and shadowed by dark circles. 

“I know I look pretty bad,” he said, trying to make light 
of his condition, “but I spent the last six months or so in 
a prisoner-of-war camp. That's where I caught this cold, 
and I haven't been able to shake it. But now that I’m home 
I'll get better.” 

Michelle slipped an arm about his waist. “Let's get you 
to bed. I'll have Addie fix you a bowl of broth; and I'll 
send Jeremiah to town for the doctor.” 

He leaned against her, draping his arm over her shoul- 
ders. “I was so glad to see that the house wasn’t burned. 
When I turned onto the lane I was sure I'd find nothing 
but a heap of ashes.” 

“The Yankees were here, but they spared the house.” 

“I’m surprised. Why didn’t they burn it?” 

“1"l] tell you about it later. Now I think you should go 
to bed and rest.” 

He needed her support to climb the porch steps. “Is 
Tana still here?” He awaited her answer with bated breath. 

“Yes, she is, Why do you ask?” Michelle thought she 
knew the reason, but she wondered if Chris would answer 
honestly. 

His reply was evasive, “So many slaves have left their 
homes; I thought she might have left too.” 

Michelle didn’t pressure him, but she had suspected for 
some time that he and Tana were lovers. During the first 
two years of the war Chris's furloughs home were frequent, 
and she had seen the way he and Tana looked at each 
other. She knew that special look; she had shared it with 
Brent. 

“Most of our slaves did leave,” she said, helping Chris 
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across the porch. “But the older field hands are still here. 
Addie, her sons, Jeremiah, Big Luke, and Tana never even 
considered leaving. Mandy stayed, too, but last winter she 
came down with pneumonia and died a few days later.” 

“Lynnette?” he asked. “Is she all right?” 

“She’s fine, but she’s been terribly worried about you.” 

“Well, now she can stop worrying.” 

Michelle thought otherwise. Lynnette’s worries were not 
over. In fact, they would soon be worse, for she had a 
sinking feeling that Chris was seriously ill. 


Tana came into the kitchen through the back door. She 
had just milked the cow and carried a filled bucket, which 
she placed on the table. Speaking to Addie, who was at 
the stove, she asked, “Do you have anything else you want 
me to do?” 

Turning away from the stove, the woman exclaimed, 
“While you was at the barn, did you see Masta Chris?” 

“Chris!” she cried. 

“He just got here a few minutes ago. You must've had 
the barn door closed.” 

She had, but she didn’t even hear Addie’s comment. 
“Masta Chris is here?” she asked, as though she needed 
to hear it again. 

Addie clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. 
“He’s here, all right. But he’s mighty sick.” 

“Sick?” Tana asked. 

“I only saw ‘im for a minute, but he looked awful ill. 
I’s fixin’ *im some broth. I was in the kitchen when he 
got here, but I could hear Miz Lynnette cryin’ and carryin’ 
on. I reckon she didn’t know whether to laugh ‘cause he 
was home or cry ‘cause he looked so bad.” 

Tana fled up the servants’ stairs. Her heart was thump- 
ing so rapidly that it felt as though it might fly out of her 
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chest. As she reached Chris’s room, the door opened, and 
she came face-to-face with Michelle. 

“How’s Masta Chris?” Tana asked. 

“I’m not sure, but I’m afraid he’s very sick. | was just 
going to find Jeremiah and send him for the doctor.” 

Tana waited until Michelle was gone before opening the 
door. Lynnette was sitting at Chris’s bedside. She looked 
coldly at Tana and said sharply, “Get out! How dare you 
enter your master’s bedchamber without knocking!” 

“I want her to stay,” Chris said feebly. Finding the 
strength to sit up, he propped two pillows behind his back 
and leaned against the headboard. His eyes never left Tana 
as she came into the room. Now, with his gaze still on 
her, he said to his sister, “Leave us alone, please.” 

“But, Chris . . .” she protested. 

“Do as I asked,” he cut in. “Please.” 

Lynnette rose reluctantly, and as she passed Tana, she 
cast the girl a resentful glare. 

Rushing to Chris’s side, Tana took the chair Lynnette 
had vacated and took his hand in hers. Although Addie 
and Michelle said that he was ill, she wasn’t prepared to 
find him so frail and sickly. He barely resembled his for- 
mer self. 

“I know I look terrible,” Chris murmured, as though he 
had read her mind. “But with a couple of weeks’ rest and 
nourishment I'll be fine.” 

She prayed he was right. “Oh Chris!” she cried softly. 
“I’m so glad you're home.” 

“Are you?” he asked with a faint smile. “Do I dare 
hope you have grown to love me?” 

“I love you,” Tana whispered. It was true; she did love 
him, but for the wrong reasons. Her love stemmed from 
being needed and cherished. It was born from gratitude, 
not from the heart. 

“Your love makes me so happy that I want to take you 
in my arms and kiss you. But I’m too weak.” 
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She leaned over the bed and kissed his lips tenderly. 

“That little kiss will have to do for now,” he said, a 
dim twinkle in his eyes. “But when I’m well I’m going 
to kiss you many times and very passionately. I want to 
make up for all the time I have lost.” 

She held his hand gently and said, “I'm looking forward 
to all those kisses.” 

But Chris failed to hear her answer; a coughing fit had 
struck suddenly. It lasted over a minute, and the attack 
stole his strength, leaving him too weak to even stay 
awake. 

Tana remained at his bedside, copious tears filling her 
eyes and rolling down her cheeks. 


Lynnette paced the parlor restlessly as she waited for 
Dr. Wilkes to come downstairs. The room barely reflected 
its former elegance, for the Yankees had smashed several 
pieces of furniture for firewood. The walls were now 
starkly bare; the soldiers had stolen or destroyed every 


ting. 

Michelle was sitting on the sofa. It was one of the few 
pieces undamaged, for the soldiers had left before getting 
around to breaking it up for kindling. Although Michelle 
sat calmly, she felt like pacing along with Lynnette. Wait- 
ing for the doctor's prognosis was nerve-wracking. 

“What's taking the doctor so long?” Lynnette moaned, 
turning to Michelle as though she had the answer. 

“I don’t know,” Michelle replied. She noticed Tana 
poised uncertainly in the doorway and wondered how long 
she had been there. “Do you want something?” she asked 
her. 

“I was wonderin’ if the doctor had come downstairs.” 

“Not yet,” Michelle said. 

“Is it all right if I wait here to hear what he has to 
say?” 


358 Rochelle Wayne 


” 


“Of course you can stay. 

“Honestly, Michelle!” Lynnette complained. “There's no 
reason for Tana to be here.” 

“She has every right,” Michelle retorted. “I know you 
both think I don’t know what's going on, but I would have 
to be blind not to notice.” She turned to Tana and asked, 
“You're in love with Chris, aren’t you?” 

Tana swallowed nervously. “Ma’am, please don’t hate me. 
I’m not a threat to you and Masta Chris. I know you plan 
to marry him. I don’t intend to come between you two. If 
you want, I’ll leave Tall Oaks in the morning.” 

Michelle was taken aback. “I don’t want you to leave. 
And why do you think I plan to marry Chris?” 

“I just thought...” 

Tana was interrupted by Dr. Wilkes’s arrival. As he came 
into the room, Lynnette hurried to his side. “How is my 
brother?” she asked anxiously. “He will get well, won't 
he?” 

The doctor tugged his gray goatee, sighed heavily, and 
replied as kindly as possible, “Chris has tuberculosis.” 

“Are you sure?” Lynnette cried. 

“I've doctored enough cases to know tuberculosis when 
I see it.” 

“Will he recover?” Lynnette asked. 

He placed a consoling hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, 
my dear. You must be brave and treasure the time he has 
left.” 

Michelle went to the doctor. “How much time?” she 
asked, her voice tremulous. 

“I’m not sure. Weeks, maybe.” He shook his head som- 
berly. “If he were only stronger . . .” 

“Does he know he’s dying?” Michelle asked. 

“No. I didn’t have the heart to tell him. He’s so sure 
he’ll get well. He's already making plans to restore Tall 
Oaks. Actually, it’s probably best that he doesn’t know the 
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Lynnette burst into tears, and Michelle took her into her 
arms to console her. 

Tana ran out the front door. Her heedless flight took her 
to the barn. Alone, where no one could see her, she sank 
to her knees. Giving in to her grief, she wept fiercely. 


Twenty-eight 


Michelle was in the kitchen helping Addie clean vege- 
tables when a knock sounded at the back door. 

“ll see who it is,” Michelle said. She wiped her hands 
on her apron, went to the door, and opened it. She wasn’t 
all that surprised to find Yancey; she had known the man 
had been back for a long time. “What do you want?” she 
asked coldly. 

“Can I come in, ma’am? I won't stay long.” 

She waved him inside, and he limped into the kitchen. 
Yancey had lost a few pounds, but not by choice; poverty 
had brought about the change. Work was hard to find, es- 
pecially for a man with a crippled leg. His clothes had 
obviously been purchased when he was heavier; his shirt 
and trousers were far too large. 

“I’m here to see Mr. Copeland,” Yancey explained. 

“Chris is too ill to have visitors.” 

“I know he’s sick, but he’s been home for three weeks. 
I don’t believe he’s still too ill to see anyone.” 

“I don’t care whether you believe me or not,” she re- 
plied curtly. The years hadn’t changed her dislike for the 
overseer. 

He held a tight rein on his temper. Like Michelle, his 
feelings hadn’t changed with time; he still considered her 
an uppity bitch. “If I can’t see Copeland, can I see Mrs. 
Beauclair?” 
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“J just want to talk to her.” 

“Wait here; I'll get her for you.” 

Michelle found Lynnette in the parlor, sitting on the sofa 
and mending a dress. “Mr. Yancey wants to see you,” she 
told her. 

“He wants to see me?” she asked. A hard knot of fear 
grew in her stomach. Why was he here? Did it have some- 
thing to do with Michelle’s daughter? 

“He’s in the kitchen,” Michelle said. “Do you want to 
talk to him there or in here?” 

“Here,” Lynnette murmured, her heart pounding. 

“['ll stay if you want; you don’t have to be alone with 


She masked her apprehension. “Honestly, Michelle, I’m 
not afraid of Mr. Yancey. Show him in, and you don’t have 
to stay with me.” 

Michelle brought Yancey to the parlor and then went 
back to the kitchen. 

Rising, Lynnette asked uneasily, “What do you want?” 

“I came here lookin’ for a job. I figured Mr. Copeland 
would give me work, but Miss Michelle won't let me see 
‘im. She said he’s too sick to see anyone.” 

“She’s right. My brother is still very ill.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am. Is he gonna get better?” 

“We certainly hope so,” she replied. Lynnette refused 
to accept the doctor’s grave prognosis. With proper care, 
rest, and nourishment, Chris would surely recover. 

“Can’t you talk Miss Michelle into givin’ me work?” 
Yancey asked. “I sure need it.” To prove his point he 
turned his trouser pockets inside out. “I ain’t got a penny 
to my name.” 

“I wish I could help you, Mr. Yancey, but we have no 
money to pay wages.” 

“That's all right; I'll work for food.” He was desperate. 
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“ll have Addie feed you, but then you will have to 
leave. You must surely realize that Michelle will not allow 
you to work at Tall Oaks.” 

“How far do you think one meal will carry me?” he 
asked harshly. He crossed the room and stood so close to 
her that she could feel his breath on her face. “You owe 
me more than a supper,” he whispered hoarsely. 

Lynnette tensed. “What do you mean by that?” 

“You know what I mean!” he hissed. “If you don’t want 
me goin’ to the kitchen and tellin’ Miss Michelle *bout 
her daughter, you’d better get me some money.” 

“I don’t have any money.” 

“You got some jewelry, ain't you?” 

“The Yankees stole it.” 

“Everything?” 

“Yes,” she replied. 

He grabbed her left hand—she still had her gold wed- 
ding ring. It would not only feed and shelter him but would 
also buy whores and liquor. “Give me your ring!” he or- 
dered 


“No!” she cried, jerking her hand free and putting it 
behind her back. 

“You either give it to me or I'll go have a little talk 
with your stepdaughter.” 

“This is blackmail!” she gasped. 

“I didn’t come here with blackmail in mind, but I should 
have. It sure beats breakin’ my back workin’.” 

“Mr. Yancey, please . . .” 

“Take it off!” he interrupted, holding out his hand. 
“Damn it, woman, I ain’t got time to bicker with you. 
Give me the ring or else!” He was anxious to sell it—he 
could already taste the whiskey and imagine a prostitute 
lying beneath him. 

She removed the ring and gave it to him. “Don’t come 
back here again to blackmail me. This ring is all I have.” 

He shoved it in his pocket. “You know, rich folks like you 
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think they can get by with anything. Well, those days are 
over. Them Yankees in Montgomery don’t consider your 
kind any better than the rest of us. In fact, they give Ne- 
gros more rights!” 

He walked out of the room and left through the front 
door. Lynnette sank back on the sofa. She was afraid she 
hadn’t seen the last of William Yancey. What will I do if 
he comes back? she thought desperately. She had no 
money, no jewelry; she would be helpless against another 
blackmail threat. 

“Lynnette?” Michelle said, coming into the room, “you're 
so pale. What did Mr. Yancey say to you?” 

She summoned a light smile. “Do I seem pale? I don’t 
know why. There’s nothing wrong. Mr. Yancey simply 
wanted me to intervene on his behalf. He thought I could 
talk you into giving him work.” 

“I hope you told him I wouldn’t think of it.” 

“Of course’I did,” she murmured. She folded her hands 
in her lap, covering the left one with the right. She knew 
sooner or later Michelle was bound to notice that her wed- 
ding ring was gone. She hoped she could think of a be- 
lievable explanation. 


Hours later, Michelle was in her room napping when Ad- 
die woke her to tell her that Elroy had returned. She said 
she had fixed him some food and that he was in the kitchen 
eating. As Michelle went down the rear stairs, she couldn’t 
help but link Elroy’s return to Brent’s. Were they traveling 
together? 

Elroy got to his feet as Michelle entered the room. His 
gaze passed over her briefly. Her dress was old and had 
been mended several times, but poverty had failed to de- 
stroy her inner dignity and natural grace. Elroy knew, even 
dressed in rags, her presence alone would demand respect. 
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“Please sit back down,” she said, joining him at the 
table. 

He pushed his empty plate aside. 

“Would you like more to eat?” she asked. 

“No, thank you, ma’am. But it was delicious. Addie’s 
a good cook.” 

“Yes, she is,” Michelle agreed absently. “You look well, 
Elroy.” He did, indeed, appear healthy. And he was dressed 
in clothes that looked fairly new. 

“I am well, ma’am,” he replied. “However, I no longer 
call myself ‘Elroy.’ I changed my name to Roy. Roy Stew- 
art.” 


“T’ll try to remember that.” 

“I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.” 

“It did cross my mind.” 

“I’m not here to ask if I can stay; I’m only passing 
through. I came to see Tana, Addie said she’s still here.” 

“She’s upstairs. Before I tell her you are here, do you 
mind if I ask you a few questions?” 

“No, I don’t mind.” 

Michelle drew a deep breath. “Do you know anything 
about Brent Sheldon?” 

Roy nodded; he knew a lot about Brent. He had visited 
him in Cincinnati, and then they had traveled to Mont- 
gomery together. Brent was in town at this very moment, 
but he had asked Roy not to tell Michelle that he was 
back. He thought it wiser that she not expect his visit. 

When Roy didn’t offer any information she asked anx- 
iously, “Is Brent still alive?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered quickly. “He’s alive and 
well.” 

Relief flooded her. In spite of the way Brent had de- 
ceived her, she still cared more than she was willing to 
admit. “Is he still in the army?” 

“No. He resigned his commission.” 

“Where is he now?” 
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“I’m not sure,’ he mumbled, wishing he hadn’t been 
forced into a lie. 

“Did you fight for the Union?” 

“Yes, I did. 

Knowing Roy had come here to see Tana and not to 
answer questions, she got to her feet. “You may wait for 
Tana in the parlor.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” 

She used the servants’ stairs and went to Chris’s room, 
where she knew she would find Tana. She knocked softly 
before opening the door. Tana was sitting beside the bed, 
reading aloud to Chris. That she could read and write was 
no longer a secret; she knew she had nothing to fear from 
Michelle and Chris. 

“Tana, may I see you alone?” Michelle asked. “Will 
you excuse us, Chris?” 

He nodded, and Tana marked her place in the book, then 
laid it on the bedside table. 

“You don’t have to hurry back,” Chris told her as she 
followed Michelle to the door. “I’m tired. I think I'll try 
to get some sleep.” 

“Pll come back after dinner,” Tana replied, looking at 
him over her shoulder. Although he had gained a little 
weight, he was still frighteningly pale, and he was plagued 
with coughing spells so violent that they left him too weak 
to hold up his head. 

The women stepped into the hall. Michelle closed the 
door; turning to Tana, she said, “There’s someone here to 
see you.” 

“See me?” she asked. 

“Yes. It’s Elroy, only he calls himself ‘Roy’ now.” 

Tana’s heart slammed against her chest. “Elroy’s here?” 
she gasped. 

“He’s in the parlor.” 

Lifting the hem of her dress, she fled past Michelle as 
though Roy might suddenly disappear. 
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A puzzled frown crossed Michelle's face. Why was Tana 
so anxious to see Roy? Had they been more than friends? 
Had he come back here to take her away? She turned her 
eyes toward Chris’s closed door. If Tana left, what would 
it do to Chris? It would certainly break his heart. She 
didn’t think he was strong enough to take such a shock. 
He only had a short time to live, and losing Tana could 
very well cost him even that. 


Roy was standing at the parlor window when Tana came 
into the room. She stood quietly, giving herself a moment 
to study him without him knowing it. She could see by 
the width of his shoulders and the strength in his arms 
that he hadn’t lost any weight. She was surprised; she had 
expected to find him terribly thin. His shirt, trousers, and 
shoes were in good condition, which also amazed her. She 
hadn’t expected to find a black soldier fresh out of the 
Union Army so robust and well dressed. Apparently the 
horrible stories she had heard about Negro soldiers weren’t 
true. The Yankees had obviously treated them well. 

He sensed her presence, turned, and met her gaze. A 
tender smile crossed his face. “Tana,” he said emotionally. 
“You're still so beautiful.” 

Her knees felt too weak to support her, and the pound- 
ing of her heart increased. His virility was overwhelming, 
and swirling desire funneled through her. The war-torn 
years had not marred his good looks. If anything, he was 
more handsome. 

“Elroy,” she said breathlessly. “I can hardly believe 
you're back. And you look so . . . so well.” 

He crossed the room, carrying himself with vigor and 
grace. Standing before her, he smiled down into her face. 
“I'm Roy now. I also took my father’s last name.” 

“Yes,” she murmured. “Miz Michelle mentioned that 
you had changed your name.” 
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He took her hands into his. “How have you been?” 

“All right,” she replied. 

“All right?” he asked. “Tana, you just went through four 
years of war. It must have been very hard for you .. . 
and the others.” 

“We managed. Have you seen Jeremiah?” 

He released her hands. “I saw him when J arrived.” 

“Did he tell you about Louella?” 

“Yes,” Roy replied, though he had first heard about Lou- 
ella from Brent. “Jeremiah said that Copeland’s home.” 

“Yes, but he’s very ill.” 

“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry.” 

“It would seem four years of fighting didn’t take away 
your bitterness.” 

“Surely you don’t think I should forgive men like 
Copeland.” 

“No, I guess not. I had hoped, though, that you had put 
it all behind you.” 

“Never!” he said emphatically. Then, lightening the 
mood, he continued with a smile, “I’m very happy to find 
you looking so well.” 

“I'm happy that you're well too. But I’m surprised. The 
Union apparently treated their black troops much better 
than I thought.” 

His smile disappeared. “They treated us like scum! The 
only reason I’m not dead, crippled, or destitute is because 
I was befriended by a white doctor—Major Holden. Early 
in the war his assistant was killed on the battlefield. He 
had suffered numerous casualties, and Major Holden had 
so many wounded that he was losing patients before he 
could even get to them. I knew I could help him, but I 
also knew I wasn’t supposed to cross the line between 
black and white. But I couldn’t just stand by and watch 
soldiers of both colors bleed to death when I could help 
save them. I went to the major and told him about my 
medical training. He didn’t take me very seriously, but he 
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did give me permission to tend to the wounded blacks. 
Well, he to walk by as I was tending to one of 
them. He stopped and watched, and my work impressed 
him. Later, he asked the commanding officer if I could be 
his assistant. I’m sure he had to do a lot of convincing to 
get the man’s permission. After that my combat days were 
over. There were several times when white soldiers ob- 
jected to having a Negro tend to their wounds, but Major 
Holden always gave them a choice—accept my black 
hands saving their lives, or bleed to death. They always 
chose life.” 

Tana was impressed. “You're almost a doctor!” 

He chuckled. “It’s going to be more than ‘almost.’ Major 
Holden has offered to send me through medical school. 
Our people will need doctors. After school I plan to come 
back here. The major wanted to put me in school imme- 
diately, but I told him that first I had to take care of two 
things.” 

“What things?” 

“Finding my mother, for one.” 

“Oh, Elroy!” she sighed. “Don’t you realize such a 
search is hopeless? You mustn’t waste such precious time. 
Becoming a doctor should come first.” 

His expression was determined. “I intend to find my 
mother if I have to comb the South from end to end! And 
please don’t call me Elroy. God I hate that name!” 

“What else do you need to do?” 

His hands rested gently on her shoulders. Gazing down 
into her big eyes, he murmured, “Marry you. Major 
Holden has promised me a job. Of course, I'll be in school 
during the day, but I can work at night. That way, I can 
support us. | hope you will marry me right away. I want 
you to come with me to search for my mother. I saved 
my army pay; we won't starve while we're looking for 
her.” 

Tana was dumbfounded. “You want me to marry you?” 
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“Why do you sound so surprised? | thought you knew 
how I felt about you.” 

“Why would I know?” she lashed out. “You never told 
me that you loved me! You even left without saying good- 

” 

“I came to your room that morning, but you were 
asleep. I thought it best not to wake you.” 

“You take too much for granted! Your arrogance is unbe- 
lievable. After four years’ absence, how can you just waltz 
back into my life and expect me to marry you?” 

He studied her intensely. “Are you saying you don’t love 
me?” 

Love him? She had always loved him! “It’s not that 
simple Elroy. . . . I mean Roy.” 

“It can be simple if you'll let it. All you have to do is 
marry me.” 

She came very close to accepting, for marrying him 
would be a dream come true, But it was only that—a 
dream, a fantasy. Reality was Chris Copeland. She couldn’t 
leave him. 

Roy’s hands were still on her shoulders, and he suddenly 
drew her against him. Bending his head, he kissed her 
passionately, and the touch of his lips carried her away on 
a tide of ecstasy. 

“You do love me,” he whispered in her ear. “I know 
you do.” 

She longed to stay in his arms forever, but loyalty to 
Chris gave her the power to leave Roy’s embrace. “I can’t 
marry you,” she told him with a sinking heart. 

“Why not? I don’t understand.” 

“I must stay here.” 

“Stay here?” he asked sharply. “Tana, this isn’t your 
home. This place enslaved you! I know you like Miss 
Michelle, but you don’t owe her anything. Don’t you re- 
alize you're free to leave?” 
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“I'm not ignorant, Roy!” she replied testily. “I'm stay- 
ing here by choice.” 

“Tell me why,” he pleaded. 

“T can’t,” she murmured, her eyes downcast. 

“Is it a man? Are you in love with someone else?” 

“Please don’t question me.” 

He put a finger beneath her chin and lifted her face to 
his. “Tana,” he began gently, “you can be honest with me. 
Is Copeland the reason you won’t marry me? Did he force 
himself on you? I know he found you attractive. Sweet- 
heart, if he made you submit, it certainly won't change my 
feelings for you.” 

She pushed his hand aside, anger flickering in her eyes. 
“Oh, Roy, you think you know so much. You even think 
you know me. Four years ago our paths crossed for a mo- 
ment, and you are so arrogant that you honestly believe 
you have everything figured out. Well, you don’t know 
anything, and you certainly don’t know me!” 

“Copeland did force you, didn’t he?” Roy asked harshly. 

“Force me?” she returned. “He would never treat me 
so cruelly! I seduced him.” 

He was taken aback. “You became his lover willingly?” 

“Yes!” she cried, sudden tears in her eyes. “I went to him 
willingly, desperately ... and... and... gratefully!” 

She saw disgust on his face. “My God, how could 
you?” 

“It was easy!” she exclaimed. “He was the only person 
on the face of this earth who cared about me. I needed 
love!” Covering her face with her hands, she sobbed pa- 
thetically. “I wanted someone to care if I lived or died!” 

“I cared!” Roy insisted. 

“No,” she replied, looking him in the eye. “You only 
cared about being free!” 

“It might have seemed that way. .. .” 

“Don’t try to make excuses!” she interrupted. “You 
failed me, but Masta Chris didn’t. He gave me his heart, 
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his love, and his undying devotion. He also willingly gave 
what you hoarded.” 

“You can't be so foolish as to believe that Copeland 
gives a damn about you! You're nothing to him but a bed 
wench. As soon as he tires of you, he’ll cast you out of 
his bed without a second thought. And when it happens 
remember you asked for it.” 

“Get out!” she cried. 

“Gladly!” he retorted. “You know, I thought you had 
more self-respect and dignity. | was dead wrong about 


“Wrong? You just don’t understand, do you? How can 
you be wrong about me or any other slave when you aren’t 
one of us? You never have been! You were raised by the 
Stewarts, who treated you fairly and even let you become 
educated. Masta Yancey’s whip tried to turn you into a 
slave, but before it could Mr. Sheldon came along and 
saved you. During the war you were even spared a black 
man’s degradation because Major Holden took you away 
from the colored troops and made you his assistant. So 
don’t you dare pass judgment on me! Mr. Sheldon and the 
major were your salvation, and Chris was mine. We all 
survive the best way we can, only your survival has been 
so easy that it’s made you self-centered and selfish. You 
claim you want to be a doctor so you can help our people, 
but are you doing something about it? No! You intend to 
waste time searching for your mother.” 

“I don’t consider it a waste of time!” 

“Each day you spend looking for her will be another 
day that blacks go without a doctor. For once in your life 
put your people before yourself!” She whirled about and 
said coldly, “You can show yourself out.” 

Tana moved with composure until she was out of Roy’s 
sight; then she fled up the stairs and to her room. She fell 
across the bed and waited for tears that never materialized. 


Tusenty-nine 


Montgomery was now under martial law, the town 
crowded with Federal troops. The citizens barely tolerated 
the Union’s presence, and did not try to hide their hostility. 

Negroes, massed in town, lived in deserted and ruined 
houses, or in huts they built out of refuse lumber. Some 
shacks were found beneath bridges; others were located in 
ravines, in gutters, and on riverbanks. These ex-slaves were 
very scantily clothed, and they obtained food by begging, 
stealing, or from the Union Army. While in slavery, the 
blacks had been forced to keep regular hours and to take 
care of themselves. They had had plenty to eat, and their 
health was looked after by their masters. Now all that had 
changed. Sanitary conditions in the “contraband” camps 
were very bad, and to make matters infinitely worse, dis- 
ease in its most loathsome forms broke out in these 
crowded quarters. 

The Negroes’ plight was on Brent's mind as he walked 
toward the livery to get his horse. The Union had freed 
the slaves, and they were now like lost children in need 
of someone to lead them. Men like Roy were their only 
hope; and Brent, as he had done before, wondered why 
Roy was wasting time on a hopeless search when he could 
use his time productively. Going to medical school would 
be so easy for him, for he already knew more than some 
doctors. His fellow blacks needed him desperately, and 
Brent firmly believed he should put their welfare first. 
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He was nearing the livery when a Union officer, step- 
ping out of a hotel, called his name. 

Responding, Brent veered his course and moved to- 
shake the man’s hand. “Lieutenant Edwards, how are 

u?” 

“I’m fine,” the young officer replied. His eyes swept 
over Brent's civilian apparel. “Did you resign your com- 
mission?” 

“Yes, right after the war.” 

“The Army’s not for you, huh?” 

“I never intended to make a career of it.” 

“Not me. I’m a lifer.” He gestured toward the hotel’s 
door. “Won’t you join me in the bar for a drink?” 

Brent agreed, albeit reluctantly. He was planning to ride 
out to Tall Oaks. Although he was plagued with mixed 
emotions—anxious to see Michelle, yet dreading a cold 
reception—he was nevertheless eager to have the initial 
meeting behind him. But he liked the young lieutenant and 
was too polite to turn down his invitation. 

He followed Edwards into the hotel. They crossed the 
lobby, went to the bar, and ordered beer. The men took 
their drinks to a corner table and sat down. 

The war had been in its second year when Lt. Edwards, 
a fresh graduate from West Point, had been assigned to Gen- 
eral Sherman’s command. Brent had befriended the young 
officer and had helped him adjust. Later, Edwards had been 
transferred. Brent hadn't seen him again until today. 

For a few minutes the pair talked about the war and 
mutual friends; then the lieutenant asked curiously, “What 
are you doing in Montgomery?” 

“Actually, I'm on my way to Texas.” 

Edwards was confused. “Isn't Alabama out of the way?” 

Brent smiled. “Yes, it certainly is. I came here to see a 
friend.” 

Interest flickered in the officer’s eyes. “Male or fe- 
male?” 
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“Female,” Brent replied. 

“Who is she, and where does she live?” 

Brent took the man’s prying in stride. “Her name is 
Michelle Beauclair, and she lives at Tall Oaks.” 

“Michelle Beauclair!” he exclaimed. 

“Do you know her?” } 

“Yes, I do. I mean, I don’t know her as a friend, but 
I’m acquainted with her. During the last year of the war 
I was under Major Lowry’s command. When we rode 
through Alabama I think he tried to outdo General Sher- 
man; he burned everything in his path. When we came to 
Tall Oaks he decided to bivouac there for a few days. 
There were three officers, including myself, who stayed in 
the house. I'll always remember Tall Oaks. It was the 
grandest house I’ve ever seen. Miss Beauclair had a lot of 
expensive furnishings, and it really bothered me when the 
major allowed the troops to destroy or steal whatever they 
wanted. Such destruction had to hurt Miss Beauclair, but 
she never lost her composure. That stepmother of hers was 
crying, complaining, and having fits, but not Miss Beau- 
clair. Her dignity never wavered. Well, Major Lowry can 
be a stone-hearted bastard. But, to my astonishment, Miss 
Beauclair got to him. Not that she tried. She simply won 
his admiration and respect by being herself.” 

A big smile crossed the lieutenant’s face. “Of course, 
being so beautiful didn’t hurt her. Even the major had to 
be affected by such loveliness. When we got ready to leave 
the major gave the order to burn the house. Well, until 
then, Miss Beauclair had remained calm and collected. 
mean, she was a true lady. But when she heard the major’s 
order she sent her stepmother and the Negro women out 
of the house. Then she suddenly appeared on the porch 
with two black males. They were all three armed. We had 
confiscated all weapons, but they apparently had these 
guns well-hidden. Miss Beauclair stepped forward, ready 
to take the first bullet fired. However, she made it clear 
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that she would take a few lives with her. She told the 
major that if he burned her home, he would burn it over 
her dead body. Now, the major has always been a great 
admirer of courage, and he was suddenly facing it in the 
form of a beautiful Southern belle. A belle? Maybe that’s 
the wrong word for Miss Beauclair. A willful young lady 
might be a better description. But Miss Beauclair accom- 
plished what I believed was impossible. She convinced the 
major to leave the house standing. Not that he feared her, 
or her slaves. After all, he had a full company of soldiers 
behind him.” 

Edwards paused, took a drink of his beer, then continued. 
“I think he spared Tall Oaks because he was totally infatu- 
ated with Miss Beauclair. But I don’t believe for one mo- 
ment that he tried anything with her. He’s a married man 
with three children, and considers himself God-fearing. But 
I bet he’ll remember Miss Beauclair until the day he dies, 
and he’ll remember her with a special kind of feeling. But, 
hell, I can’t blame him. She is unique.” 

“Yes, she is,” Brent replied. He smiled as he pictured 
Michelle holding off the Union troops. The story didn’t 
surprise him; he was familiar with her grit and courage. 
It did, however, make him painfully aware of why he loved 
her so much. He finished his drink, pushed back his chair, 
and got to his feet. “It was nice seeing you again, but I 
really must go.” 

“Good luck at Tall Oaks,” Edwards said. “That is where 
you're going, isn’t it?” 

Brent paused. “Yes, but why do you wish me luck?” 

“Aren’t you in love with Miss Beauclair?” 

“Very much so. But how did you know?” 

“I could see it in your eyes when I was talking about 
her. I wish you luck winning such a spirited beauty.” 

“Thanks; I'll need it.” 

Brent left the hotel, went to the livery, and saddled his 
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horse. He was leading the stallion outside when a young 
woman suddenly blocked his path. 

“Excuse me, suh,” she said, brushing her blond, tangled 
hair from her eyes. “Could you spare me money for a 
meal?” She indicated the child at her side. “We're awfully 
hungry. We ain’t ate in two days.” 

Brent was sympathetic. The woman's clothes were dirty 
and torn. She didn’t seem more than seventeen years old. 
He supposed the child was her daughter; her clothes were 
also ragged and coated with dirt. Like her mother, she 
looked as though she needed a nourishing meal. Brent 
smiled tenderly as he gazed down into the little girl’s face. 
He thought her exceptionally pretty. He wondered how old 
she was—three, maybe four? 

Brent took out his wallet and gave the woman a gener- 
ous donation. 

“Thank you, suh!” she exclaimed. “You're mighty kind.” 

“Are you and your daughter homeless?” he asked. 

“Yes, suh. But I got a brother who lives on a farm. 
He’ll give me and my little girl a place to stay. After I get 
us somethin’ to eat, we'll be on our way.” A big smile 
crossed her face. “But bein’ you was so generous, we 
won't have to walk to his farm. You gave me enough 
money to hire someone to take us there. Maybe you know 
my brother. His name is Billy Donaldson.” 

“Donaldson,” Brent pondered. He remembered Elroy 
delivering the Donaldsons’ baby. “Yes, | know your 
brother . . . vaguely.” 

She was anxious for a meal. “Well, thanks again, suh.” 

“You're welcome.” His gaze returned to the child, and 
again he was impressed. “You're a vety pretty little girl,” 
he told her with a warm smile. “What's your name?” 

Stepping behind her mother’s legs, she clutched the 
woman's skirt, then peeked around at Brent. Auburn curls 
framed her face, and her eyes were as blue as the sky. She 
smiled bashfully, and for a moment Brent was overcome 
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with an old emotion. But the feeling passed so quickly, he 
didn’t think too much about it. 

“Her name’s Becky,” the young woman said. “And I’m 
Maggie. Well, we’re awfully hungry, so I reckon we'll go 
eat.” 

“Good-bye,” Brent said. He watched as the woman and 
child headed toward the nearest restaurant. The war's af- 
termath had left so much hunger in its wake that Brent 
silently cursed the Southern politicians who had started the 
violent conflict, He sighed dismally. It would take years 
before the South was back on its feet and self-supporting. 
He mounted his horse and rode out of town. 


Michelle knocked on Chris’s door and received permis- 
sion to enter. “Tana said you wanted to see me,” she re- 
marked, sitting in the chair beside the bed. 

Chris propped his pillows behind his back and leaned 
against the headboard. That such a simple effort was tiring 
dismayed him. He was eager to regain his strength, for he 
wanted to start restoring Tall Oaks. 

He was somewhat hesitant to tell Michelle why he had 
sent for her. He felt he had postponed this meeting as long 
as he could. He couldn’t really make plans for Tall Oaks 
until he knew exactly what position he held. He knew he 
wouldn’t settle for the same one he'd had before the war. 
If he couldn’t own Tall Oaks, then he would leave. He 
wouldn’t rebuild Tall Oaks by the sweat of his brow if he 
could be no more than the hired help. 

“Michelle,” he began haltingly, “I know . . . you care 
about me. And I. . . care about you. We both love Tall 
Oaks. Together, we can restore this plantation. It'll take 
time, but someday it will be as prosperous as it was before 
the war.” 

She was doubtful. “It might be prosperous again, but I 
don’t think it can ever be restored to its former glory. The 
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days of such rich plantations are gone forever. The South 
will rise again, but it will never be the way it was before 
the war.” 

“Perhaps,” Chris agreed hesitantly. “Nevertheless, Tall 
Oaks can turn a cotton profit, and a large one. We’ll hire 
darkies to work the fields and make them tenants. They 
can have their own acre of land.” 

“But where do we get the money to buy cotton seed? 
Let alone pay the blacks wages.” 

Chris didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know, but I'll find 
a way. I promise you.” 

She smiled tolerantly. “Don’t worry about Tall Oaks, 
Chris. You should spend your time resting, not worrying 
about ing.” 

“Don’t treat me like a child, Michelle.” He reached out 
and took her hand. “You see, I sent for you as a man. A 
man who has a very important question to ask.” 

“And what is that?” 

“Michelle, will you marry me? Please, before you say 
anything, hear me out. We share a very strong bond—our 
love for Tall Oaks. We're already fond of each other, and 
it’s not rare for love to come after marriage. We must put 
the war behind us. When your grandfather built Tall Oaks 
he meant it to be handed down from generation to gen- 
eration. Why shouldn’t we marry, renew Tall Oaks, and 
hand it down to our children? What else do we have, ex- 
cept each other and this plantation?” 

She stood and moved to the window, gazing blankly 
outside. She didn’t chastise Chris for wanting to marry her 
when he was in love with Tana. She understood men like 
Chris; his desire to own Tall Oaks and his love for Tana 
were completely separate. He hoped to lead two lives, rel- 
ishing the best of both. 

As she turned away from the window to refuse his pro- 
posal, he was seized by a terrible coughing fit. Grabbing 
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the bedside pan, he leaned over it and spat up bloody 
hlegm. 

5 Michelle was filled with pity. Why should she turn down 
his proposal and shatter his dreams? The marriage would 
never take place; Chris would never leave this bed alive. 
He only had weeks, perhaps days left; why not make them 
as pleasant as possible? After all, she was in his debt; he 
had once worked so diligently to keep Tall Oaks prosper- 
ous. Accepting his proposal now was small payment. 

She returned to her chair and waited for Chris's cough- 
ing to subside. 

The seizure left Chris so weak that his voice was a 
rasping whisper. “Well? Will you marry me?” 

She placed one hand atop his. “Yes, I will. When you're 
fully recovered we'll marry, restore Tall Oaks, and have 
those children.” Tears surfaced. She wasn’t sure if the lie 
was cruel or merciful; she only knew it was compelled by 
kindness 


He smiled faintly and murmured, “You’ve made me very 
happy. Now Tall Oaks will really be home.” 

Michelle leaned over the bed and placed a soft kiss on 
his fevered brow. Wistfulness swept over her. She knew 
Tall Oaks would be Chris’s home—forever. 


The sun was sinking when Brent arrived at Tall Oaks. 
As he rode to the hitching post, Jeremiah appeared from 
inside the barn and hurried to greet him. 

“Masta Sheldon,” he said, “I sure is surprised to see 
you.” He didn’t sound especially friendly. 

Brent dismounted. “How have you been, Jeremiah?” 

“All right, I reckon.” His eyes were cold. 

“Will you tell Michelle that I’m here?” 

“She ain’t in the house. She went fishin’.” 

“I heard in town that Mr. Copeland is ill.” 

“Yes, suh. He’s mighty sick.” 
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“I’m sorry to hear that. Is it all right if I see him?” 
Naturally he would rather find Michelle, but he had a feel- 
ing that Jeremiah would try to stop him. The blacksmith 
undoubtedly considered him the enemy. 

“| reckon it’s all right for you to see Masta Chris,” Jere- 
miah replied. He led the way into the house and up the 
stairs. Stopping in front of Chris’s door, he knocked. 

“Come in,” Chris called. 

Jeremiah opened the door and stood back for Sheldon 
to precede him. 

Brent stepped inside. Chris was so thin and sickly that 
he almost didn’t recognize him. 

“Brent!” Chris exclaimed. “I sure wasn’t expecting you!” 
He didn’t see Sheldon as a possible rival; he assumed 
Michelle was no longer infatuated with him. 

Jeremiah, taking a threatening stance beside Brent, 
asked Chris, “Do you wants me to run this Yankee off 
Tall Oaks?” 

Chris chuckled good-naturedly. “That isn’t necessary. | 
don’t think Mr. Sheldon’s here to cause trouble.” 

“Yes, suh,” Jeremiah replied. He left the room. 

Brent went to the bedside chair and sat down. 

“You don’t look any worse for wear,” Chris observed. 
“You must have made it through the war unscathed.” 

“Yes, except for one minor wound.” 

“I didn’t even get shot. If it wasn’t for this lung con- 
gestion, I'd still be as fit as a fiddle.” He shrugged as 
though unconcerned. “With a couple of more weeks of 
rest and nourishment, I’ll be my old self again.” 

Brent hoped so, but he was doubtful. 

The men drifted into a lengthy discussion about the war 
and the more prominent battles. In spite of their opposing 
views the conversation remained affable. They even man- 
aged to calmly discuss the confiscated gold. 

Eventually, their talk turned to Tall Oaks, and with a 
big smile, Chris told Brent that he would soon own the 
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plantation that he had coveted for so long. His words raced 
eagerly. “As soon as I'm up and about, Michelle and I 
will get married. 1 have a lot of plans for Tall Oaks.” 

Brent’s outward expression didn’t reveal the jealousy 
swirling inside him. 

“You know, Brent,” Chris continued, “your coming here 
could be the answer to my worries.” 

“Why do you think that?” 

“Because I have a business proposition for you, one that 
could be very lucrative for both of us. Tall Oaks needs a 
backer, and I know you’ve got money. You Yankees came 
out of this war just as rich as you were when you went 
into it. Would you consider investing in Tall Oaks? It'll be 
a fifty-fifty proposition.” 

“] don’t plan to stick around. I’m on my way to Texas.” 

“You can live in Texas and still be a partner.” Chris 
couldn’t continue; he was overcome with coughing. 

Brent, looking on, seriously questioned the possibility 
of Chris’s recovery. 

As always, the bout of coughing drained the little 
strength he had. “Well?” he whispered feebly. “You want 
to be my partner?” 

“I'll think about it,” Brent answered out of kindness. 
He couldn’t imagine himself going into business with 
Michelle’s husband. If Chris recovered enough to marry 
Michelle, Brent certainly had no wish to keep in touch 
with them. That would make putting Michelle out of his 
life and starting over impossible. . 

Standing, Brent said, “You need to rest. I'll see you 
later.” 

“You will give my proposition serious thought, won't 
you?” 

Chris’s desperation was obvious. “I'll consider it,” Brent 
replied. He moved to the door and left quickly. He was 
somewhat surprised not to find Jeremiah waiting to escort 
him to his horse. 
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Brent descended the stairs and went out the front door 
without encountering anyone. Jeremiah was nowhere in 
sight. Taking advantage of the man’s absence, Brent hur- 
ried toward the woods. 

He hoped to find Michelle at the fishing dock. 


Michelle pulled in her fishing pole. She had caught a 
number of fish and decided she might as well quit. But 
instead of leaving she remained on the dock as the sun 
slowly sank behind the trees. She listened to the river lap- 
ping gently against the dock, and to the musical chirping 
of the birds. This area had always been her favorite hide- 
away. Even as a child, she had loved coming here. She 
and Louella had shared so many quiet hours on this 
dock—fishing and talking. Thinking about Louella made 
her acutely aware of her inner loneliness. The sadness she 
felt at the loss of Louella was still with her. That, coupled 
with her son’s death, had finally sent her beyond pain; she 
was simply hanging on to survival. 

She lay back on the dock, folded her arms beneath her 
head, and gazed up at the darkening sky. Her thoughts 
turned to Chris. She was prepared to face his death, but 
she knew Lynnette refused even to consider it. She was 
worried about her stepmother; she wasn’t sure if she had 
the strength to accept such a loss. 

Against her will, Brent invited himself into her thoughts. 
She wondered if he was in Cincinnati. Had he married 
Charlene? Did he still plan to move to Texas? Pain swayed 
through her heart—did he ever think about her? 

Footsteps sounded on the dock behind her; certain it 
was Jeremiah, she asked, “Were you worried about me? I 
guess I shouldn’t have stayed so long. I started daydream- 
ing and lost track of time.” 

“What were you dreaming about, Michelle? The past, I 
hope.” 
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The voice, still so familiar, struck her with a startling 
force. She sat up quickly, raised her head, and stared, 
shocked, into Brent’s eyes. 


Thi uty 


“Brent!” Michelle gasped. 

She stood and stared into his face. Her emotions 
swirled. She longed to fling herself into his arms; yet, at 
the same time, she wanted to order him to leave. She 
looked deeply into his blue eyes, which were watching her 
intently. Slowly her gaze took in his full appearance. His 
apparel was new and fashionable, and she found herself 
comparing his clothing to her own. Her dress was years 
old and had been mended several times. She wondered if 
he was feeling sorry for her. She hoped not; she didn’t 
want his pity. 

Her gaze returned to his face. He smiled hesitantly, and 
his smile still had the power to send her pulse racing. That 
time had failed to offer her immunity to his charms made 
her angry, but her anger was aimed at herself. This man 
had used her, deceived her; had broken her heart. How 
could she still respond to him? 

“Michelle,” Brent murmured softly, “it’s good to see 
you again.” Good? he thought. That was an understate- 
ment! It took all his willpower not to sweep her into his 
arms and kiss her. She was so beautiful, but her beauty 
had matured. There was no longer an aura of innocence 
about her, but maturity made her more desirable than ever. 

“Why are you here?” she asked, her voice barely audi- 
ble. 

“I told you that I’d come back.” 
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She wasn’t about to let him destroy her again, and she 
said with feigned indifference, “You aren’t welcome here.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“Yes, | do!” she replied firmly. 

“Michelle, will you please listen to me? I was never 
your enemy. If I hadn’t taken the gold. . .” 

She let him go no further. “I can’t believe your gall! 
How dare you try to excuse your behavior? You tricked 
me, lied to me, took advantage of my love! And now you 
come back here expecting my forgiveness. Your arrogance 
is unbelievable.” 

“If you'll just control your temper for a moment and 
hear what I have to say .. .” 

“No!” she spat. “I'll not listen to you!” 

“Yes, you will!” he said, clutching her shoulders. 
“You'll listen if 1 have to hold you here by force!” 

“Take you dirty Yankee hands off me! I hate you, Brent 
Sheldon!” 

He held her tighter. “I don’t believe you hate me. Damn 
it, Michelle, if you’ll only let me explain. . . .” 

“I’m not interested!” she said defiantly. “I really don’t 
care why you took the gold. Your motives don’t matter to 
me, and neither do you! Can't you get it through your 
thick skull that I no longer care?” Using her “engagement” 
to press her point, she continued, “I intend to marry Chris. 
If you don’t believe me, ask him.” 

“Yes, I know you're supposed to marry him,” he said, 
releasing his grip. “I just came from talking to him. He 
offered me a business proposition: If I'll finance the res- 
toration of Tall Oaks, he’ll make me a full partner.” 

“He had no right to offer such a deal. Tall Oaks can 
manage without your help.” Her eyes flashed petulantly. 

“Without money you'll lose this plantation. I don’t want 
to be a partner; however, I can provide you with whatever 
funds you need.” 

“Provide?” she asked sharply. 
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“Consider it a loan, if you like.” 

“| don’t want your money, Brent Sheldon! I want noth- 
ing from you!” 

“If you put pride first, you'll lose your home.” 

“Whether I keep my home or lose it is none of your 
concern. It was Yankees like you who destroyed it!” 

“The war's over, Michelle. Don’t let it come between 

She was silent for a moment; then she asked suddenly, 
“How’s Charlene?” 

That she had changed the subject so abruptly surprised 
Brent. But it also pleased him. Only jealousy could prompt 
her to ask such a question. Was it a sign that she still 
loved him? 

“Charlene is fine,” he answered. “She’s married and 
will soon be a mother.” 

“Oh?” she remarked. “Did she marry you?” 

“No, she didn’t. She married a Union officer. His name 
is Captain James Collins.” 

“I’m surprised; I thought Charlene was determined to 
marry you. Did she miraculously come to her senses and 
realize that you're a lying, coldhearted varmint?” 

He smiled tolerantly. “Let's just say her marriage was 


necessary. 

“A shotgun wedding?” 

“It’s been called that, yes.” 

She thought of the son she had lost. Unlike Charlene, 
the father of her baby had not been there to marry her. 
Nor had he been there to share her grief. 

“What are you thinking about?” he asked. “You look 
very sad.” 

She masked her feelings. “Never mind what I’m think- 
ing. My thoughts are none of your business.” 

“Michelle,” he began carefully “are you really planning 
to marry Chris?” 

“That’s none of you business, either!” 
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“Chris is dying, isn’t he?” 

She looked away from his watchful eyes. “Go away, 
Brent. I don’t want you here.” 

“Did you promise to marry him out of pity?” 

“You ask too many questions!” she replied angrily, now 
meeting his gaze without flinching. 

Moving quickly, he grasped her arms, stared into her 
eyes, and said testily, “I didn’t come here to bicker with 
you. Will you please be civil before I lose my patience?” 

“Your patience, be damned!” she retorted, trying vainly 
to break his hold. “Let me go!” Drawing back a foot, she 
kicked his shin sharply. 

“Do that again,” he threatened, “and I'll take you across 
my knee and give you a sound spanking, which you richly 
deserve!” 

“You dare lay a hand on me and I'll run you off my 

with a load of buckshot!” 

All at once, Jeremiah’s deep voice ordered, “Take your 
hands off her, Masta Sheldon!” 

Neither of them had not been aware of his arrival. Turn- 
ing, Brent watched as Jeremiah moved onto the dock. “I 
don’t wanna hurt you, Masta Sheldon,” he said unwaver- 
ingly, “but if you don’t let Miz Michelle alone, you's 
gonna tangle with me!” 

Brent didn’t doubt that he meant business. Avoiding a 
confrontation, he released her. 

“What's you want me to do with this Yankee?” Jeremiah 
asked Michelle. 

“Nothing,” she replied. “Mr. Sheldon is leaving.” She 
looked at Brent. “Aren’t you?” 

He didn’t ask again if she would listen to his explana- 
tion, for his own anger had surfaced. The little vixen was 
still stubborn and willful. “I'll leave .. . for now. I'll be 
in Montgomery if you should decide you want to hear 
what I have to say.” 

“And if I don’t?” 
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“Then you haven’t seen the last of me!” 

“Don’t bother coming back, Brent. It'll be a wasted 

“I don’t give up easily. You'll do well to remember that.” 
Brent brushed past Jeremiah, who waited until Brent was 
out of sight before saying to Michelle, “Maybe you oughta 
listen to *im.” 

“You know what that man did to me; he not only used 
me to steal the gold, but . . . but . . .” She couldn’t con- 
tinue. : 

Jeremiah knew she was remembering her son. “But he 
didn’t know nothin’ "bout the baby.” 

“Why are you defending him?” 

“I ain’t sure. I know he’s a Yankee, and we probably 
cain’t trust ’im. But what if we’s wrong "bout ‘im? I mean, 
I cain’t forget what he did for Elroy.” 

“How do I know it wasn’t just an act? He probably only 
wanted me to believe that he was filled with compassion. 
It made it that much easier for him to gain my trust.” 

“But if it was only an act, why did he come back?” 

Michelle didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know.” 

“Maybe Masta Sheldon really does love you.” 

“You don’t deceive someone you love!” She reached 
down, picking up her pole and the bucket of fish. “I'd 
better get these fish to Addie so we can have them for 
supper. It’s getting late.” 

He took the pole and fish, “I'll take these to Addie and 
put away the pole.” 

“Thanks, Jeremiah.” 

He waved a hand in front of him. “Are you comin’ to 
the house with me?” 

“I'll be along shortly.” 

She moved to the edge of the dock and stared vacantly 
across the undulating river. The setting sun cast a saffron 
hue on the water, making it glitter as though gold nuggets 
rode its gentle waves. 
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Tears came to her eyes, but she didn’t wipe them away. 
Seeing Brent again had been painful. She considered Jere- 
miah’s advice. Should she listen to Brent? Or would it only 
lead to more heartache? She still had Chris’s death to face, 
and she didn’t think she could take any additional pain. If 
Brent were to lie to her again. . . 

She turned around, left the dock, and started for home. 
She would have to think about listening to Brent. It wasn’t 
a decision she intended to make on the spur of the mo- 
ment. If Brent had taught her anything, he had taught her 
not to give her trust so readily. She had learned her lesson 
well, and this time he’d not find her so easily fooled. 

Michelle had almost reached the house when she caught 
sight of a rider approaching. As the visitor drew nearer, 
she saw that it was Victor Crawford. Hurrying, she met 
him at the hitching rail. 

“Victor!” she said cheerfully. “It’s so good to see you!” 

He dismounted, took her hand, and shook it vigorously. 
“I see Tall Oaks withstood the war.” 

“Yes, it’s still here. But I’m afraid the house is all I 
have left.” 

“You have your land.” 

“But no money to plant cotton or pay wages.” 

He sighed heavily. “I wish I could help you, but I don’t 
even have as much as | had before the war, which wasn’t 
much to begin with.” 

She looked him over. He had lost some weight, and 
there was more gray in his hair; otherwise, he hadn’t really 
changed. “I’m glad you made it through the war alive and 
well.” 

“I was fortunate.” He was wearing civilian clothes and, 
removing his black hat, he toyed with the brim as he asked 
hesitantly, “Is . . . is Lynnette still here?” 

“Yes, she is.” 

“How is she?” 

“The same.” 
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He grinned. “Are you referring to her physical health a 
or her personality? 

She returned his smile. “Both.” ‘ 

“You might find this hard to believe, but back when 
she and I were in love, she was different. I mean, she was 
different when I could get her away from her father. He 
had a lot of influence on her. He dominated her brother, 
too.” 

“Chris is here,” she told him. 

“It'll be good to see him again,” he said happily. But 
the sad expression in Michelle’s eyes sent his happiness 
plummeting. “What’s wrong?” 

“He has tuberculosis; he’s dying. He doesn’t know. The 
doctor thought it was kinder not to tell him.” 

“How long does he have?” 

“Days, maybe a week.” 

“My God!” Victor groaned. “How is Lynnette holding 
up? I know she loves Chris an awful lot.” 

“She refuses to believe the doctor. She has convinced 
herself that Chris will recover.” 

“Do you think I should talk to her about it?” 

“Yes, I do. She needs to prepare herself. Chris will 
never recover. He grows weaker by the hour.” 

“Michelle, do you mind if I stay a few days? You see, 
I’m still in love with Lynnette, and I hope to win her 
back.” 

“I wish you luck. And you're more than welcome to 
stay as long as you like. There’s plenty of room and no 
shortage of food.” 

“J intend to work for my keep.” 

“That isn’t necessary.” 

“But I insist.” 

She gestured toward the house. “Come inside. I'll ask 
Jeremiah to tend to your horse.” 

“I'll do that. I’m sure he has his hands full.” 

“Actually, he’ll be glad to have a horse to take care of. 
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We lost all our horses during the war. Chris came home 
on one, but it was so old that it died the day after he 
arrived. A farmer up North took pity on Chris. He knew 
Chris was too ill to make it home on foot, and he gave 
him the horse.” 

As she led Victor to the house, she wondered how Lyn- 
nette would react to his sudden arrival. 


Roy stabled his horse at the livery in Montgomery, then 
started toward the hotel. He had a lot on his mind. On his 
way back from Tall Oaks he had ridden into several con- 
traband camps. The poverty, dreadful living conditions, and 
disease he had seen in these places wrenched his heart. 
Tana’s words had come back to haunt him. Why should 
he put his search for one woman over the lives of hun- 
dreds? His people needed him, and it was terribly wrong 
for him to turn his back on them. He must return North, 
finish medical school, and then come back and tend to his 
own kind. Holden had assured him that it wouldn't take 
very long for him to get his doctor’s certificate; he would 
pass his entry examines with flying colors. His training 
had put him far ahead of other medical students. 

But his decision to abandon his search for his mother 
weighed heavily on his mind. He had dreamed of finding 
her for years. He remembered her as a very gentle, com- 
passionate woman; if she knew of his quest, she would no 
doubt tell him to forget it and become a doctor. Helping 
hundreds survive should come first over anything or any- 


The main thoroughfare was crowded with civilians in 
buggies or on horseback. Union soldiers, walking or rid- 
ing, were everywhere. Tana returned to his thoughts, and 
he harshly berated himself for treating her so cruelly. Jeal- 
ousy, in its ugliest form, had ruled his every word. He 
wouldn’t blame her if she never spoke to him again. 
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rang out. 

Roy had been looking straight ahead, but he stopped and — 
turned to the man at his side. Uneasiness came over him 
as his eyes looked into Yancey’s. The overseer had just 
stumbled out of a saloon, a bottle of whiskey dangling in 
his hand. He lifted it to his lips, swallowed hugely, then 
said to Roy, “You sure is lookin’ mighty fancy for a Nigra. 
Where did you get them new clothes?” 

“I bought them,” he answered curtly. 

“Don’t you get uppity with me, boy! You should have 
stayed up North where you was safe. Me, and others like 
me, we don’t like fancy Nigras. You know what we do 
with fancy Nigras? We whip the meat off their backs, then 
hang ’em from the nearest tree!” 

Roy was not about to let Yancey intimidate him. “You 
try anything like that with me and I'll kill you.” 

The overseer leaned toward Roy, murder in his eyes. 
“You're dead, boy! You understand what I’m sayin’? You're 
already as good as dead!” he threatened hoarsely. 

“What's going on?” Brent’s voice suddenly cried. He 
had been on his way to the hotel when he spotted Yancey 
and Roy. He tied his horse at a hitching rail, dismounted, 
and elbowed his way between the two men. 

Yancey took a couple of steps backward, avoiding Shel- 
don as though he thought he might deliver a sudden punch. 

“I can handle this,” Roy said to Brent. “I’m not scared 
of that piece of trash.” 

“Trash?” Yancey bellowed. “For that, boy, I’m gonna 
make sure you die slowly!” 

“Watch your mouth or I’ll have you locked up,” Brent 
told him. 

An ugly sneer crossed the overseer’s face. “Yeah, 1 just 
bet you would. After all, you used to be one of them Fed- 
erals, didn’t you? I reckon they'd take your side over 
mine.” 
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Brent was through talking. He turned to Roy and said, 
“Let’s go.” 

Yancey watched as Sheldon untied his horse. With Roy 
at his side, he led the horse down the street. The men 
stopped at a hotel and went inside. 

A sneer was still on Yancey’s face, but it slowly changed 
jnto a thoughtful frown as he recalled Chris once telling 
him that Sheldon was wealthy. 

Finding someone to buy Lynnette’s wedding ring hadn't 
been easy, but Yancey had finally sold it to a Union sol- 
dier. However, the man hadn’t paid very much. Yancey 
knew his funds wouldn’t last long; he had already spent 
half of it on whiskey and women. 

A calculating grin spread across his full lips. He had 
something much more valuable to sell than a wedding ring; 
he had information that Sheldon would pay dearly to hear. 
What price, he wondered, would a man like Sheldon pay 
to learn he had a daughter? Yancey laughed under his 
breath. 

He lumbered across the street, took a drink of whiskey, 
then headed toward Brent’s hotel. 


Victor paced the parlor as he awaited Lynnette. When he 
had first arrived Lynnette had been napping, and he had 
insisted that Michelle not awaken her. Instead he had un- 
packed and visited with Chris. Michelle had come to Chris's 
room to tell him that Lynnette was awake, suggesting that 
he wait for her here. 

Lynnette entered the room so quietly that Victor wasn’t 
aware of her presence until she spoke. “Michelle told me 
you had returned.” 

“I hope you're pleased to see me.” 

“I'm pleased that you survived the war, but there was 
no reason for you to come back here.” Although her out- 
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ward appearance was calm, inwardly she was tense and 
shaken. If only Victor wasn’t so handsome and charming. 

“I came back because I still love you.” 

“Still love me?” she remarked coldly. “You never loved 
me, Victor. If you had, you would never have fought over 
a harlot. The man you killed was your friend.” 

“The duel wasn’t over a harlot. At least, not the way 
you mean.” 

“I don’t want to hear about it!” 

He moved quickly to the parlor door to close it, then 
stood in front of it. “You’re going to listen whether you. 
want to or not! The only way out of this room is through 
me, and I don’t intend to let you pass.” 

She planted her feet firmly, crossed her arms over her 
chest, and stared at him angrily. “Go ahead. Have your 


“The night of the duel, Gerald and I stopped at a bar 
for a drink. We had a few friends with us. It was a place 
we frequented often. Upstairs, there were prostitutes. How- 
ever, after I fell in love with you I never went there except 
to have a drink or two. Gerald had been drinking heavily, 
but he nonetheless decided he wanted to pay for a harlot. 
The others and I waited downstairs for him. Not too long 
after he went upstairs, the prostitute came stumbling down 
the stairs, Gerald right behind her. Her face was bloody 
and she was naked, with welts all over her body. Gerald 
tackled her at the bottom of the stairs and continued beat- 
ing her. From the words he was yelling, I gathered that 
she hadn’t performed to suit him. Everyone there was fa- 
miliar with Gerald’s hot temper and his several duels, 
which he always won. They were too afraid of Gerald to 
stop him from beating the woman. They didn’t want to 
face him on a dueling field. Since Gerald and I were 
friends, I figured he’d control his temper if I was the one 
who drew him off his victim. If I hadn’t intervened, he 
would have killed that poor girl. But 1 was wrong about 
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Gerald; he turned on me with murderous fury. We got into 
a fight, and I knocked him down more than once. The last 
time he went down he came up challenging me to a duel. 
He didn’t want to wait, but insisted that we do it right 


away. 

“The people at the bar suddenly turned into a mob hun- 
gry for excitement, and before I knew what was happening 
they had gotten a pair of pistols from the proprietor and 
were practically carrying Gerald and me to the edge of 
town. Gerald was still pretty drunk, and I knew a wound, 
even a superficial one, would end the duel. I never planned 
to kill him. As I thought, he was too drunk to fire accu- 
rately, and his shot missed me easily. I aimed for his arm, 
intending to merely graze it, but he moved just as I fired. 
I suppose he thought I was aiming at his chest, and if he 
moved just at the right second, my bullet would miss its 
target. But by moving he brought on his own death. The 
bullet I intended for his arm went into his heart. He died 
instantly. 

“Word of the duel spread across town like wildfire. 
Everyone was aghast that I had killed my friend over a 
strumpet. Well, you know the rest. My father turned 
against me, and your father hated me. I came to your 
house to see you. Naturally, your father turned me away. 
I stayed in town for days, hoping you would slip out of 
the house and come to me. But, of course, you never did.” 

Lynnette moved to the sofa and sat down slowly, as 

she were suddenly very tired. “I honestly believed 
you and Gerald fought over that harlot as two dogs fight 
over a female in season. I was more than aghast; I was 
repulsed. I despised you for bringing such shame on me 
and my family.” 

He joined her on the sofa. “It happened a long time 
ago. Can’t we put it behind us and start over?” 

“I’m not sure,” she murmured. 

“Well, you don’t have to make a decision now. Michelle 
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has invited me to stay at Tall Oaks. We have plenty of 
time to get to know each other again.” 

“Victor, how can you still love me after all this time?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied. “But I never got over you.” 

She touched his hand. “I never forgot you, either. Not 
really.” 

The urge to take her in his arms and kiss her was very 
strong, but he suppressed his need. He thought it wiser 
not to rush her. He probably should let her make the first 
move, but he hoped it would be soon. 


Roy was in Brent’s room, telling him about his decision 
to become a doctor without any more delay, when a loud 
rapping sounded at the door. 

“T'll answer it,” Roy offered. He was surprised to find 
the visitor was Yancey. 

The overseer glared at him. “The desk clerk said this 
was Sheldon’s room.” 

bag 8 ed 

“I need to talk to ’im.” 

Roy turned to Brent. “Should I let him in?” 

Brent nodded his head. He didn’t get up from his chair 
to greet the overseer. He simply muttered, “What do you 
want?” 

“I got some information for you. Only it’s gonna cost 

“I’m not interested in anything you have to say.” 

Yancey’s sudden chuckle was complacent. “You'll be in- 
terested in this, cause it concerns you and Miss Michelle.” 

Brent tensed, but his expression didn’t change. “Tell me 
what you have to say.” 

“Not till you pay me.” 

“I don’t buy a pig in a poke, Yancey. Say what you 
came here to say or get out.” 
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“If you find what I say valuable, will I get payment in 
return?” 

“Absolutely,” Brent said. 

“Mind if I sit down?” Yancey asked. 

“Go right ahead.” 

The overseer pulled up a hard-backed chair and placed 
it close to Brent's. He indicated Roy with a wave of his 
hand. “You might not want that Nigra hearin’ what I have 
to tell you.” 

Brent grumbled, “Get on with it or get the hell out of 
here. And if you insult my friend again, I'll knock your 
teeth down your throat!” 

“All right. . . . All right,” he said. “I didn’t come here 
to fight with you. I came here to tell you "bout your 
daughter.” 

Brent sat upright. “Daughter! What the hell are you 
talking about? I don’t have a daughter.” 

“You got a daughter! I swear it’s the God’s truth!” 

“I think you had better start at the beginning. And I’m 
warning you, Yancey, don’t lie to me! I'll kill you with 
my bare hands if you lie!” 

He held up a hand. “As God is my witness, what I got 
to say really happened.” He swallowed heavily, then began 
telling Brent about the rainy day when he went to Tall 
Oaks. 


Thirty -One 


As Yancey’s story unfolded, Brent’s emotions tossed and 
turned with the turbulence of a storm at sea. Michelle had 
suffered the loss of a son, and had a daughter she didn’t 
even know existed! It was almost more than he could 
grasp. His hands doubled into fists; he wanted to strike 
out at someone, as though inflicting pain might ease his 
own raging torment. 

“Anyway,” Yancey went on with his story, “Lil was 
spotted leavin’ town. She had her maid with her and two 
babies; one of 'em was white. She never took your daugh- 
ter to the orphanage. I reckon she decided to keep the kid. 
You known how women are. They're born to be mothers.” 

“When she left town where did she go?” Brent asked. 

“She went to Mobile.” 

Sheldon leapt to his feet and said to Roy, “I’m going 
to Mobile.” 

“Lil ain't there,” Yancey mumbled. 

“Then where is she?” Brent demanded. 

A sly grin curled his lips. “Well, actually, she is in Mo- 
bile, but she’s six feet underground. You see, she’s dead.” 

“Do you know what happened to my daughter?” 

“No, but I can find out.” 

“How?” 

His grin widened. “I ain’t sayin’ anymore ’til you give 
me a reason to keep on talkin’.” 

With incredible speed, Brent slipped a hand down his 
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boot, retrieved a knife, and held it to Yancey’s throat. “Is 
this reason enough to keep on talking?” 

Afraid, the overseer swallowed repeatedly, causing his 
Adam’s apple to bob up and down. “You kill me and you'll 
never learn where the kid is.” 

“Sure I will. I have enough money to buy the best de- 
tectives in the country. Now, if you expect payment from 
me, youd better cooperate.” 

“All right,” he conceded. “But take that knife away. I 
cain’t talk with that goddamn blade at my throat!” 

Brent returned the knife to the sheath inside his boot. 
Standing over Yancey’s chair, he demanded, “Where’s my 
daughter?” 

“Like I said, I don’t know where she is, but I can find 
out. The other day I saw Lil's maid in town. She’s livin’ 
in one of them contraband camps. I talked to her for a 
minute, and she told me that a few weeks ago Lil got real 
sick and died. I didn’t ask her "bout the kid. But all I 
gotta do is find the maid and ask her who took your 
daughter.” 

“What's the maid’s name?” 

“I don’t know. Honest, I don’t!” 

Roy spoke up. “I'll visit the camps. Someone will know 
who worked for Lillian Perry and where I can find her.” 

“I'll give you some money,” Brent said. “It makes peo- 
ple more willing to talk.” 

“While I’m looking for her, why don’t you ride out to 
Tall Oaks? I'll get the maid and meet you and Michelle 
back here.” 

Brent agreed. “All right. God, I hope you find her!” 

“If she’s still in town, I'll find her.” 

Yancey left his chair. “Well?” he asked, getting Brent's 
attention. “You said you'd pay me.” 

“That's right,” he replied. 

“I’m waitin’. What’s my payment?” 

“This is it!” Brent said as his fist plowed powerfully 
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across Yancey’s jaw, sending him stumbling. He hit him 
again, and the second punch was so potent that it not only 
bloodied his nose but knocked his feet out from under 
him. 

Standing over Yancey, Brent said furiously, “Did you 
really think I'd give you money for stealing my daughter? 
You're lucky I don’t kill you!” 

“But you said you'd pay me!” Yancey whined, getting 
up awkwardly. 

“I did pay you—I’m letting you live. Now get the hell 
out of my sight before 1 change my mind.” 

When Yancey didn’t move fast enough Roy went to him, 
grabbed his shirt collar, and forced him to the door. Open- 
ing it, he shoved the overseer into the hall. 

“You goddamned Nigra!” Yancey raved. “I’ll get even 
with you! I still got my whip, and I’m gonna use it on 
you, boy!” 

Roy shut the door in his face. 

“You should be careful,” Brent warned his friend. 
“Yancey’s liable to try something.” 

“I’m not scared of him. By the way,” Roy added, grin- 
ning, “when did you start carrying a knife in your boot?” 

“Since I decided to come back here. People in these 
parts don’t take kindly to Yankees.” Brent took out his 
wallet and handed Roy some money. “Let's get started. I'll 
get Michelle and meet you back here.” 

Roy slipped the bills into his pocket, then went to the 
door. When Sheldon didn’t follow he turned and faced 
him. “I thought you were anxious to get started.” 

“I am, but it suddenly dawned on me that I’m about to 
deliver very shocking news to Michelle. It’s going to give 
her quite a jolt.” 

Roy smiled. “But it’s good news. Good? That’s putting 
it mildly. Miraculous is more like it!” 

“Dear God,” Brent whispered. “I pray our daughter is 
alive and well.” 
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*** 


Michelle was in her room, sitting on her settee, when 
Tana entered. “Addie said you wanted to see me.” 

She motioned for Tana to join her. “Sit down, please.” 

“Is something wrong?” Tana asked. 

Michelle waited until the woman was seated before say- 
ing, “I need to talk to you about Chris . . . and me.” 

Tana smiled gently. “Miz Michelle, are you about to tell 
me that you promised Masta Chris you'd marry him?” 
“Yes, I was. But, apparently, you already know about 
it.” 

“Masta Chris told me.” 

“Are you upset?” 

She shook her head. “No, ma’am. Masta Chris was 
afraid I'd be hurt, but I told him that I understood. 1 know 
how much he loves Tall Oaks. He’s always wanted to 
marry you. That's the only way Tall Oaks can be his.” She 
gazed into Michelle’s eyes with understanding. “I also 
know why you agreed to marry him. You want to make 
his last days as happy as possible.” 

“It’s the least I can do,” she murmured. 

“It seems he gets weaker by the hour. Miz Michelle, 
how come he doesn’t know he’s dying?” 

“Maybe, deep down inside, he does know. But hope is 
all he has left, and he’s desperately clinging to it.” 
Michelle took Tana’s hand in hers. “You love him very 
much, don’t you?” 

“Yes, ma'am. I love Masta Chris, but not in the way 
you think. I love him because he loves me. I lost my par- 
ents when I was very young. After that no one ever loved 
me until Masta Chris came along. I was starved for affec- 
tion, and I accepted his love gratefully . . . hungrily.” 

“What about Roy?” 

“I loved him from the first moment I set eyes on him. 
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But he wasn’t interested in love. His freedom, and fighting 
for the Union, were all that mattered to him.” 

“Why did he come back?” 

“Now that he has his freedom, and the war’s over, he 
wants me to marry him.” 

“Will you?” 

“No, ma’am. You see, I told him about Masta Chris and 
me. After that he didn't want to get married.” 

They were interrupted by a knock at the door. 

“Come in,” Michelle called. 

Addie stepped into the room. “Mr. Sheldon is down- 
stairs. He wants to see you.” 

Michelle was surprised. She hadn't expected him back 
so soon. She didn’t feel as though she was ready to face 
him again; not just yet. “Tell him I don’t want to see him.” 

Brent suddenly barged into the room. “You're going to 
see me, all right!” His gaze flitted from Addie to Tana. 
“Leave us alone, please!” 

The women weren't about to oblige. 

Getting to her feet, Michelle told them, “I'll be fine. 
You may leave.” 

Brent quickly closed the door behind them. 

Michelle’s eyes flashed with fury. “You had no right to 
barge into my room. Who do you think you are? Your 
arrogance is unbelievable.” 

“I have something to tell you. It’s very important, and 
it’s also quite shocking. I think you had better sit down.” 

“I'd rather stand. You can’t shock me, Brent Sheldon. 
Not anymore!” 

He waited a moment, then asked softly, “Why didn’t 
you tell me about our son?” 

The question was staggering. “How . . . how did you 
know?” 

“Yancey told me.” 

She was more confused. “But how did he know?” 

“He was here the day you gave birth.” 
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- I don't understand. No one told me he was at 
the ome 

“I don’t think anyone knew, except for Lynnette and 
Mandy.” 

“But why didn’t they tell me?” 

He went to her, took her arm, and urged her to sit with 
him on the settee. “Sweetheart, you must prepare yourself 
for a shock.” 

“Brent, for heaven’s sake, what are you trying to tell 
me?” 

“After our son was stillborn you gave birth to a daugh- 
ter. You had twins.” 

“Twins!” she exclaimed. “Are you out of your mind?” 

“Michelle, did Mandy sedate you after our son was 
born?” 

“Yes, she did. It must have been very potent; I went to 
sleep right after she gave it to me.” 

“Apparently you were too heavily sedated to realize you 
had had another baby.” 

Her face paled. “I do vaguely remember having a hard 
contraction before falling asleep, but I thought it was just 
more pain.” 

“It wasn’t. You delivered our daughter.” 

Her heart pounded erratically and cold perspiration 
beaded her brow. “A daughter?” she 

“Yes. A daughter.” Her hands were folded tightly in her 
lap and he placed one of his own gently on hers. 

“Was she stillborn too?” 

“No. She was healthy.” 

“But if I had a daughter, then . . . ?” 

“Lynnette and Mandy,” he cut in harshly. “Lynnette paid 
Yancey to take the baby to a woman in Montgomery. Her 
name was Lil Perry, and she was supposed to take the 
baby to an orphanage. Instead, she moved to Mobile, tak- 
ing our daughter with her.” 

Michelle bounded to her feet. Her emotions swirled cra- 
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zily. “My God, I must be losing my mind! Lynnette paid 
Yancey . . . ? She gave away my~baby . . . ? Oh God, 
Brent! No! I can’t believe this!” 

He swept her into his arms and held her close. “Believe 
me, Michelle, we have a daughter. My dearest darling, we 
have a little girl! And we're going to find her. Do you 
understand? We're going to get her back!” 

Shock rendered her limp and, lifting her, Brent sat on 
the settee and held her in his lap. Hard, racking sobs shook 
her body and, her arms wrapped tightly about his neck, 
she cried hysterically. 

Gently, he rocked her back and forth, whispering sooth- 
ing words in her ear until, finally, her sobs subsided. Tak- 
ing a handkerchief from his pocket, he dried her tears. 
“Are you all right?” he asked tenderly. 

“Yes, 1 think so,” she murmured. 

“Are you ready to hear the rest?” 

“Oh, yes!” she said eagerly. 

Keeping her nestled on his lap, he explained, “Yancey 
came to my hotel room to sell me the information. He 
talked very freely. Lynnette sent the baby away because 
she was afraid Chris wouldn’t marry you. Also, she was 
afraid that the child might bring us back together. Lil was 
supposed to take the baby to the orphanage, but it would 
seem that she decided to keep the child. She moved to 
Mobile: She died a few weeks ago. Yancey learned about 
her death through her maid, who is back in Montgomery. 
She is staying in one of the contraband camps. Roy is 
searching for her now. She’ll know what happened to our 
daughter. We're supposed to meet Roy in my hotel room. 
Let’s pray to God that he has the maid with him.” 

Michelle, leaving the comfort of his lap, got shakily to 
her feet. “We have a daughter!” she cried. “Dear God, 
somewhere we have a daughter!” Already her arms ached 
to hold her child. 

Brent knew her mind was filled with her daughter; she 
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hadn’t yet turned her thoughts to Lynnette, but it was 
bound to happen at any moment. 

As though she had read his mind, a cold anger leapt 
into Michelle’s eyes. “Lynnette!” she said furiously. “How 
could she? God, how could she do such a thing to me?” 

Brent took her hand. “You can deal with Lynnette later. 
Right now we should hurry to town. Roy may have already 
found the maid.” 

She forced Lynnette from her mind . . . for now. “I'll 
change into riding clothes. I can use Victor's horse.” 

“Who's Victor?” 

“T'll explain later.” 

Brent went to the door. “I’ll wait for you in the hall.” 

“I won't be long,” she said, heading toward her ward- 
robe. Grabbing a set of riding clothes, she pitched them 
onto the bed. But her hands began to shake so badly, she 
couldn’t undress. Soon her whole body was trembling, as 
though a cold wind had chilled her to the bone. 

Shock, she thought. I’m shaking from shock. She drew 
several long, calming breaths. Her nerves settled, and she 
was able to remove her dress and slip into her riding ap- 
parel. 
She hurried into the hall, where Brent was waiting. Out- 
wardly she was in control, but inside her head her mind 
was screaming—I have a daughter! . . . I have a daughter! 

Brent held on to her arm as they rushed downstairs and 
outside. He was thankful that they didn’t encounter Lyn- 
nette. He knew this was not the time for either of them 
to confront her. 


Roy had been successful, and the maid, with her three- 
year-old son, were in the hotel room with him when 
Michelle and Brent arrived. 

The young woman was frightened, for Roy had ex- 
plained everything. He tried to convince her that she 
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wasn't in trouble, but she didn’t believe him. The night 
Yancey had brought the baby to Lil, and Lil had sworm 
her to silence, she had feared that someday the child’s real 
parents would show up. Now, as she stared warily at Brent 
and Michelle, her heard pounded fiercely. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Brent told her kindly. “We aren’t go- 
ing to harm you. We only want you to answer our ques- 
tions.” 

She was somewhat reassured, but her stomach was tied 
in knots and her heart continued to pound. Her son stood 
at her side and, holding his hand tightly, she murmured, 
“Yes, suh. I’s try to answer your questions.” 

“We know that Lil is dead,” Brent said. “Who has the 


“She ain’t really a baby no more,” the woman replied. 
“She’s three years old.” 

“J realize that,” Brent said, controlling his anxiety. 
“What’s your name?” 

“Lisa,” she answered. 

“Lisa, where is the child?” 

“I ain’t sure,” she said. 

Michelle’s heart sank. “Where do you think she is?” 
she cried. 

Lisa turned to Michelle. “When Miz Lil moved to Mo- 
bile she opened a dress shop. She hired a white girl to 
work for her. After Miz Lil died the girl took the child. I 
don’t know where they went. I only know they left Mo- 
bile.” 

Michelle’s knees weakened and, moving to a chair, she 
sat down. Her eyes stared helplessly into Brent’s. “What 
if we never find her?” 

“We will,” he replied with certainty. He spoke to Lisa. 
“The girl who took our daughter—what is her name?” 

“Maggie Donaldson.” 

“Maggie Donaldson!” Brent exclaimed. 

Michelle leapt to her feet. “Brent, what is it?” 
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“I know her! I saw her this morning. I gave her money 
for a meal!” He rubbed a hand across his brow. “Dear 
God, our daughter was with her!” . 

Michelle fled to his side and grasped his arm. “You saw 
our daughter?” she gasped. 

“Yes!” he answered smiling with joy. “Michelle, she’s 
fine! And she’s . . . she’s prettier than a picture!” 

“Oh, Brent!” she declared. “I can hardly believe you 
actually saw her!” 

“Maggie is Billy Donaldson's sister. We'll find her and 
our daughter at his farm.” 

Michelle was already heading for the door. “Hurry, 
Brent!” she cried. 

“Roy, give Lisa some money,” Brent said, “then escort 
her back to wherever she’s staying.” 

“1 will,” he replied with a big grin. “You two go on 
and get your little girl.” 


The ride to the Donaldsons’ farm seemed interminably 
long for Michelle. Her heart literally ached to see her 
child. By the time she and Brent turned onto the weed- 
bordered road that led to the farmhouse, every nerve in 
her body was tightly strung. 

Brent's condition wasn’t much better. He recalled seeing 
Becky earlier in the day. No wonder her presence had 
caused him to feel such strong emotions. She was his own 
flesh and blood; his heart had somehow reacted to the 
invisible bond between father and daughter. 

The Donaldsons’ home was falling to ruin. It had been 
in bad shape before the war, but now it was almost totally 
dilapidated. The barn had caved in and was now a pile of 
rotting wood. The farm was devoid of barnyard animals; 
not even a chicken could be seen. An eerie quietness pre- 
vailed, as though the place was completely deserted. 
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“Brent, what if they aren't here?” Michelle asked. She 
was suddenly fearful. 

Before he could answer the front door opened, and its 
rusty hinges creaked in protest. Cautiously, Maggie stepped 
out onto the rickety porch and watched as the visitors rode 
up to the house. 

As they dismounted, Brent told Michelle quietly, “That's 
Maggie. Let's handle this carefully. There’s no reason to 
frighten her.” 

Michelle agreed; however, she was so anxious to see 
her child that her self-control was precarious. 

Maggie remembered Brent. “If you came to see my 
brother, he ain’t here. Nobody’s here. It don’t look like 
there’s been anybody here for a long time. I reckon Billy 
and his family moved away.” 

“Maggie,” he said, “this is Michelle Beauclair. We came 
here to see you, not your brother.” 

She couldn’t imagine why they wanted to see her. 
“What can I do for you?” 

“Where's Becky?” Brent asked. 

“In the house. She’s sleepin’.” 

“We know you used to work for Lil Perry. Why did you 
take Becky when she died?” 

“You ain’t Lil’s kinfolks, are you? She told me she 
didn’t have no kin.” 

“No, we aren't,” Brent replied. 

“I took Becky so the Federals wouldn’t get her. Mobile 
was under martial law, and I was afraid them Yankees 
would put her in an orphanage. I love Becky an awful lot, 
and I didn’t want nothin’ like that to happen to her.” 

“Did Lil lead you to believe she was Becky’s mother?” 

“Yeah, she did. But after she died her maid told me that 
Becky was really an orphan. I kinda suspected it all along. 
Becky don’t look nothin’ like Lil.” Her eyes went to 
Michelle’s auburn hair. “God in heaven!” she groaned. 
“Ma’am, is she your little girl?” 
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“Yes, she is,” Michelle cried. “She was taken from me 
the night she was born.” 

Maggie looked at Brent. “Are you her father?” 

“Yes. We're her parents, Maggie.” 

The young woman sank down onto the porch stoop. “Do 
you mind tellin’ me what's goin’ on?” she asked weakly. 

Brent explained as simply as possible. 

Maggie turned tearful eyes to Michelle. “I’m awfully 
sorry, ma’am. You got to believe me! I didn’t know who 
Becky’s real parents were.” 

“1 understand,” she said kindly. “Maggie, we came here 
to get Becky. She belongs to us.” 

“I’m sure gonna miss her. I really do love her.” 

“Please!” Michelle pleaded. “I want to see her! I can’t 
wait any longer!” 

Standing, Maggie said, “Come on inside.” 

They followed her into a house that was bare of furni- 
ture. Maggie had placed a pallet on the floor in the front 
room. Becky was curled up on it, sound asleep. 

Michelle moved to the pallet, knelt, and gazed down at 
her daughter. Her chin trembled and large teardrops rolled 
down her cheeks. Her chest tightened and, for a moment, 
she couldn’t catch her breath. “She’s as angel,” Michelle 
whispered raspingly. “An angel from heaven. God’s pre- 
cious gift.” Carefully, she reached down and brushed her 
fingers lightly through Becky's auburn curls. Then, ever 
so gently, she leaned over and placed a feather-soft kiss 
on her daughter's brow. 

Brent knelt at Michelle’s side and placed an arm about 
her shoulders. “You have your baby, sweetheart. No one 
will ever steal her away from you again.” 

“Oh, Brent, I want to take her in my arms and hold her, 
but I’m afraid I'll frighten her. She doesn’t know me. God, 
I’m her mother, and she doesn’t even know me!” 

Helping Michelle to her feet, Brent led her to a corner 
of the room. It was the closest he could come to privacy. 
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“Don’t be sad, darling,” he whispered. “She'll soon 
know you as her mother.” 

“I’m not sad, Brent. My heart is bursting with happi- 
ness.” She smiled up into his face. “Our daughter is beau- 
tiful, isn’t she?” 

“She’s as beautiful as her mother,” he murmured, smil- 


ing. 

“Miss Beauclair,” Maggie said. “Becky’s wakin’ up.” 

Michelle froze. She wanted to fly to her child’s side, 
but her mind couldn’t will her body to move. 

Brent urged her gently, “Come on, darling. It’s time to 
meet your daughter.” 


Thirty-two 


Maggie sat on the pallet beside Becky. The child yawned 
and rubbed her eyes. It took a moment for her to realize 
that she and Maggie weren’t alone. Staring curiously at 
Michelle and Brent, she sat up and snuggled close to her 
surrogate mother. She remembered Brent, and favored him 
with a timid smile. 

“Becky,” Maggie began, “these people are here to see 


“How come?” she asked. 

Michelle and Brent joined them on the pallet. Michelle’s 
need to reach for her child was so strong that she had to 
cross her arms over her chest to restrain herself. 

“Hello, Becky,” Brent said. “Do you remember me?” 

She nodded her head. 

He turned to Maggie. “You'll have to help us.” 

She understood. “Becky, you know what make-believe 
is, don’t you?” 

“I like to play make-believe.” 

“Well, honey, Lil was your make-believe mommy. This 
woman here is your real mother.” 

Becky’s three-year-old mind accepted the news as 
though exchanging mothers was nothing to get excited 
about. She studied Michelle for a moment, then raised her 
face to Maggie’s. “I’m hungry.” 

“There’s some cornbread in the kitchen. Go get you 
some, honey.” 
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The child bounced to her feet and hurried to the kitchen. 
“She doesn’t understand.” Michelle sighed. 
Brent patted her hand reassuringly. “It'll take time, 


“Maggie,” Michelle said, “what are your plans?” 

“I ain’t got none. I thought Billy would be here, and 
stayin’ with him was as far as my thoughts went. When I 
took Becky from Mobile I thought Billy would take care 
of us. We had a real horrible time gettin’ here. I had a 
little money, but these two black men stole it. They also 
took our suitcase. All our clothes was in it.” 

“Were you traveling on foot?” Brent asked. 

“Yes, suh. I couldn't afford no other way to get here. 
Sometimes we hitched a ride, but most of the time we 
walked.” 

“Do you have family in Mobile?” 

“I had a sister there, but she moved away, I didn’t go 
with her ’cause I was workin’ for Lil. I had my own room 
above her shop.” 

“Maggie,” Michelle began, “would you like to work for 
me?” 

“You mean, as Becky’s nurse?” 

Michelle smiled. “Yes, something like that. I don’t have 
money to pay you, but I can feed you and put a roof over 
your head. I can also find you some clothes. They won't 
be new, but they’ll be in good condition. I can find clothes 
for Becky in the attic. My mother kept a lot of my child- 
hood dresses and things.” 

Maggie was grateful. “Ma’am, you're the answer to my 
prayers!” At that moment, Becky returned, carrying a piece 
of cornbread. “Honey,” Maggie told her, “we're gonna live 
with your new mother. Won't that be nice?” 

She plopped down in Maggie's lap, took a bite of food, 
then mumbled, “Will we have a bed?” 

“Yes,” Michelle assured her. “You’ll have a bed all to 
yourself.” She looked at Brent, her expression inscrutable. 
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“The Yankees destroyed a lot of my furniture, but they left 
before they could demolish the upstairs.” 

He smiled wryly. “I hope you're speaking matter-of- 
factly, and that wasn’t a personal jab.” 

“Are the Yankees comin’ after us?” Becky asked, fright- 
ened. 

“No, of course not,” Michelle was quick to assure her. 

“They aren’t your enemy, Becky,” Brent said. 

“What's an ene . . . enemy?” 

“It’s nothing for you to worry about,” he replied gently. 

“Becky,” Michelle said, “will you let me hold you?” 

Maggie urged the child to her feet. “Go on, honey. This 
woman is your mommy, and she loves you very much.” 

Becky moved uncertainly, but when Michelle held out 
her arms she went into them. Placing the child on her lap, 
Michelle hugged her gently. She longed to hold her tightly 
but was afraid Becky might not like it. She placed her 
cheek against the child’s head. Her hair was dirty, tangled, 
and she needed a bath. She was also entirely too thin. 
Maggie’s condition wasn’t any better. Michelle's heart 
ached as she realized they must have gone hungry during 
their trip from Mobile. 

“Becky,” Brent said, “do you know what a daddy is?” 

She shook her head. 

“A daddy is like a mommy, only daddies are men.” 

“Are you a daddy?” 

“Yes, I am. I’m your daddy.” 

She took a bite of her cornbread. 

Brent smiled at Michelle. “She doesn’t seem too im- 

with me. Apparently, she’s her mother’s daughter.” 

Michelle laughed good-naturedly. 

“Don't you reckon we oughta be goin’?” Maggie asked. 
“It'll be dark soon.” 

“Do you know how to ride?” Michelle asked her. 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Then you and Becky can ride my horse, and I'll ride 
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with Brent.” She got to her feet with Becky in her arms. 
Smiling down into the child's face, she said ecstatically, 
“You're going home, darling!” 


The setting sun cast long shadows over the landscape 
as Roy, riding horseback, traveled toward Tall Oaks. He 
was sure Brent would be there with his daughter, and he 
was anxious to see the child. However, he was more anx- 
ious to see Tana. He hoped to make amends. He loved her 
and still wanted to marry her. 

As Roy rounded a bend in the road, he suddenly found 
his path blocked by Yancey. 

Roy reined in abruptly. The overseer, astride his horse, 
held a shotgun aimed at him. 

“I saw you goin’ to the livery to get your horse,” Yancey 
muttered. “I figured you was goin’ to Tall Oaks. I left 
ahead of you so I could be waitin’.” He grinned evilly. 
“Ain’t you happy to see me?” 

Roy considered reaching for his sheathed rifle, but he 
quickly decided against it. Such a move would be fatal, 
for Yancey’s double-barreled shotgun was pointed at his 
chest. 

“If you're going to kill me,” Roy said, showing no sign 
of being intimidated, “go on and get it over with.” 

“You ain’t gonna die fast, boy.” He gestured with his 
gun. “Get down off that horse!” 

Roy started to refuse, hoping it would anger Yancey into 
killing him quickly. But he suddenly changed his mind. 
On the ground he might have a chance to grab for the 
shotgun. He dismounted slowly. 

Yancey, keeping his gun trained on Roy, got down care- 
fully from his horse. “You know what I’m gonna do with 
you, Nigra? I'm gonna cripple you by shootin’ off both 
your kneecaps. Then, before you bleed to death, I’m gonna 
lash the meat right off your back!” 
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“You son of a bitch!” Roy sneered. 

“Just for that remark I think I'll blow off your arms, 
too. I like gettin’ even with smart-assed Nigras. I've gotten 
rid of my share of ’em, too! Like that Louella bitch. Hell, 
her cabin burnin’ was no accident. I set fire to it.” 

The sudden sound of advancing horses startled Yancey, 
and he mistakingly turned his eyes away from Roy. 

Immediately, Roy lurched for the shotgun, grabbing it 
before Yancey had time to react. But Yancey’s grip on the 
weapon was firm, and Roy couldn't pull it free. Frantically, 
he fought for control, and during the struggle his finger 
hit the trigger, causing one barrel to discharge. The shot 
exploded like a loud clap of thunder. 

Yancey, managing to turn the gun around, slammed the 
butt against Roy’s head, sending him falling to the ground. 
That riders were approaching didn’t matter to Yancey; his 
evil mind was beyond reason. Before Roy could get back 
on his feet, Yancey leveled the shotgun on him. “Reckon 
I’m gonna have to kill you fast, after all. Go to hell, Nigra!” 
He aimed the loaded barrel at Roy’s head. 

Roy showed no fear as he looked into the eyes of his 
killer. 

“Drop your gun, Yancey!” Brent’s voice sounded. He 
had the overseer in his rifle’s sight. 

Neither man had been aware of Sheldon’s arrival. Roy 
sighed thankfully; Yancey whirled on his heel and turned 
his gun on Brent. 

It was a fatal mistake. Before the overseer could pull 
the trigger Brent opened fire. He didn’t miss; Yancey fell 
to the ground. 

Roy moved to Yancey, kneeling beside him and checking 
for a sign of life. Standing, he went to Brent, who had 
dismounted. “He’s dead,” Roy said. 

Sheldon sighed heavily. 

“Don't let killing that evil son of a bitch bother you, 
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Brent. Besides, it was your life or his. And if you hadn't 
shown up, he would have killed me.” 

“I know that,” Brent replied. “I don’t intend to let it 
bother me.” 

“Yancey was the devil’s spawn,” Roy said harshly. “He’s 
in hell where he belongs.” 

“I won't argue with that.” 

“What are you doing here? I thought you'd be at Tall 
Oaks. Did you and Michelle find your daughter?” 

“Yes, we did. We were on our way to Tall Oaks when 
we heard the gunshot. I left Michelle, Becky, and Maggie 
around the bend and rode ahead to investigate.” 

Just then Michelle arrived on foot. Spotting Yancey, she 
rushed to Brent, and asked, “What happened?” 

“Yancey was about to kill Roy. I told him to drop his 
gun, but instead he turned it on me.” 

She could see that Brent was troubled. “You shot in 
self-defense. And you saved Roy’s life.” Tiptoeing, she 
reached up and kissed his lips lightly. 

The caring gesture took him unaware, but it pleased him 
immensely. 

“Miss Michelle?” Roy said. 

“Yes?” she responded. 

“Yancey told me that he killed Louella. The fire wasn’t 
an accident.” 

“My God!” she cried. “You mean, that man . . . He set 
fire to Louella’s cabin? He murdered her?” 

Brent placed a consoling arm about Michelle’s shoulders 
and drew her close. 

“He deserved to die!” she spat angrily. “He was a mon- 
ster!” 

Brent hugged her tightly, then said, “We need to get 
Yancey’s body out of the way. I don’t want Becky to see 
a 


Michelle pushed Louella’s death to the back of her 
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mind. “Why don’t you and Roy carry the body off the 
road? I'll walk back and get Becky and Maggie.” 

“All right,” Brent agreed. “Later, I'll return, get the 
body, ride to town, and report what happened.” 

She was suddenly alarmed. “Brent, will you be ar- 
rested?” 

He smiled gently. “No, of course not. Have you forgot- 
ten that Montgomery is under Federal rule? I'll encounter 
no problems.” 

Michelle left to get Becky and Maggie. When her 
daughter asked about the gunshot she told her that it was 
only a hunter. When they joined Brent and Roy the body 
was nowhere in sight. It was well-hidden in the thick 
shrubbery that grew alongside the road, and Yancey’s horse 
was tied to a nearby tree. 

The group hadn’t ridden very far before coming upon 
a Union patrol led by Lt. Edwards. Taking the officer 
aside, Brent told him about Yancey. Edwards said that they 
would take the body and Yancey’s horse to town. He told 
Brent to make a full report whenever it was convenient. 

The patrol moved on, and the others resumed their jour- 
ney to Tall Oaks. 


Lynnette sat in the parlor with Victor. She was visibly 
upset. “I cannot imagine why Michelle didn’t come home 
for dinner. I’m very worried about her.” 

Jeremiah had seen Michelle ride away with Brent, so 
they knew who she was with. 

“Do you suppose that Yankee is holding her against her 
will?” Lynnette asked. 

“I hardly think so,” Victor replied. “Jeremiah told me 
about Michelle and Sheldon. More than likely they are 
back together. Maybe they decided to elope.” 

“Elope!” she exclaimed. “But Michelle is supposed to 
marry Chris!” 
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Lynnette was sitting on the sofa, and Victor left his chair 
to sit beside her. He took her hand and held it snugly. He 
remembered telling Michelle that he would talk to Lynnette 
about Chris. “My dear,” he began gently, “Chris is dying. 
I’m sure Michelle said she would marry him only to make 
his last days as happy as possible.” 

“He isn’t dying!” she spat desperately. “He'll recover! 
Just wait and see if he doesn’t!” 

“Lynnette, he grows worse by the hour. Losing him is 
inevitable. You must prepare yourself.” 

Her eyes overflowed with tears. “But, Victor, what will 
I do without Chris? He’s all I have!” 

“You'll have me,” he replied. “I love you, Lynnette, and 
I’ll never leave you. No matter what.” 

They were interrupted by the opening of the front door. 
Several footsteps sounded in the foyer. Michelle and the 
others had arrived but were not visible from the parlor. 

“I'll see who's here,” Victor told her. 

Lynnette let him go; she needed to control her emotions 
before facing anyone. She removed the handkerchief that 
was tucked in her sleeve and dabbed at her tears. 

As Victor stepped into the foyer, Tana was descending 
the stairs. They both looked at Maggie and Becky with a 
touch of curiosity. Victor, turning his attention to Michelle, 
was relieved to see that she seemed fine. Tana, on the 
other hand, stared openly at Roy. She hadn’t expected to 
ever see him again. 

“Where is everyone?” Michelle asked Victor. 

“The servants are in the kitchen, and Lynnette is in the 

or.” 
Indicating Maggie and Becky, she said to Tana, “Will 
you please show them to my room?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Miss Michelle,” Roy said, “if you want, I'll go to the 
kitchen and explain everything to the others. They should 
know about Becky.” 
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“Thank you, Roy.” She turned back to Tana. “Hurry 
back, then go to the kitchen. You need to hear what Roy 
has to say.” 

She gave her daughter a quick kiss on the cheek, then 
motioned for Brent and Victor to follow her into the parlor. 

“Michelle!” Lynnette said testily. “Where have you 
been? I was worried sick.” She cast Brent a cold stare. 

“Worried?” Michelle asked sharply. “I find that hard to 
believe!” 

“Well, you don’t have to be rude!” her stepmother 
huffed. 

“We have guests, Lynnette. One of them is a child. Do 
you know who she is?” 

Gripped with sudden apprehension, Lynnette got shakily 
to her feet. “Wh . . . what do you mean?” 

“I found my daughter, Lynnette.” 

Her body went bieom and her heart apa against her 
rib cage. “Your . . . your daughter? How . . . how did you 
find out?” 

“Yancey,” Michelle said. “He told Brent everything.” 
Moving to stand before Lynnette, she balled her hands into 
fists, fighting back a sudden urge to strangle this woman 
who had taken away her child. “How could you?” she 
cried furiously. “My God, what kind of coldhearted witch 
are you?” 

“Michelle, I did it for all our sakes. Even the child’s!” 

“You did it for yourself! If it wasn’t for Chris, | would 
throw you out of my home tonight. But the moment he 
dies I want you out of here. Until then, stay the hell away 
from me. Right now, I’m so angry I could kill you!” 

“Michelle, you don’t mean that!” 

“Don’t I?” she raged, her eyes shooting daggers. She 
whirled about brusquely. “God, I can’t even stand being in 
the same room with you!” As she passed Brent, she told 
him, “I’m going to go upstairs and tend to my daughter.” 
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“What's going on?” Victor asked the moment Michelle 
left the room. 

“I'll tell you all about it,” Brent said as he headed for 
the liquor cabinet. “What would you like to drink? A 
brandy? You’ll need it.” 

Lynnette, sobbing hysterically, ran out of the parlor and 
rushed upstairs to Chris’s room. 

Michelle had told Brent about Victor and that he was 
in love with Lynnette. Handing Victor a filled tumbler, 
Brent said dryly, “If you're really in love with Lynnette, 
then I feel damned sorry for you.” 


An hour or so later, Brent went to Michelle's room. He 
knocked gently on the door. 

“Come in,” she called softly. 

He found Michelle standing beside the bed, watching 
her daughter, who was curled up on the mattress, sound 
asleep. Pausing behind Michelle, he wrapped his arms 
about her waist and gazed over her shoulder at Becky. She 
was wearing one of her mother’s cotton nightgowns. The 
garment, way too large for her, made her appear very small 
and helpless. 

“It was too late to give her a bath and wash her hair,” 
Michelle murmured, “but she let me wash her from the 
basin. Tana brought her a tray of food. Afterward, she was 
so sleepy that she couldn't keep her eyes open. I put her 
in my bed, Tomorrow Ill have a bedroom prepared for 
her.” 

“Where’s Maggie?” 

“She’s sharing Tana’s room tonight.” 

“Are you going to change Becky’s name?” 

“No. It would orlly confuse her. Tomorrow I'll put her 
name in the family Bible—Rebecca Virginia.” 

“Virginia—after your mother.” He hesitated for a mo- 
ment, then asked, “What about her last name?” 
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“You're her father, Brent. Her name is Sheldon.” 

“That's not exactly what I meant. I want to be more 
than a father in name only.” Taking Michelle’s hand, he 
drew her toward the door. “Let's take a walk. I have a lot 
to say.” 

She didn’t argue, for she was in complete accord. There 
was much to be said. 

They went downstairs and outside. Holding hands, they 
strolled in no particular direction. The weather was warm, 
but a breeze was stirring, and its gentle force was refresh- 
ing. 

“I was surprised,” Brent began, “that your scene with 
Lynnette was so short.” 

Michelle’s eyes flashed fiercely. “If I hadn’t left, I would 
have strangled her!” 

“I know what you mean. But we both have to put our 
bitterness behind us. If we don’t, it'll just eat away at us.” 

“Ill try,” she said, “but I don’t know if I can.” 

They strolled silently for awhile; then, bringing their 
steps to a halt, Brent asked, “Will you let me explain about 
the gold?” 

“Yes, if you want,” she replied. “But it isn’t necessary. 
I know now that you aren’t my enemy—and you never 
were.” 

Her admission sent his hopes soaring. Taking her into 
his arms, he murmured, “Before I explain, there’s some- 
thing I’ve been dying to do since I came back.” 

“What's that?” 

“Kiss you,” he replied thickly. 

When he bent his head she met his lips halfway. Lacing 
her hands about his neck, she pressed every inch of her 
body to his. Her pulse raced and desire flowed through 
her. The gold, their differences, and the past were no 
longer important. She still loved him, and that was all that 
really mattered. 


Thirty-three 


“I love you, Brent,” Michelle whispered. “I tried to stop 
loving you, but I never did; not really.” 

He kissed her tenderly. “I was afraid that I had lost you 
for good.” A wry smile crossed his face. “However, I didn’t 
plan to give up easily. I intended to pursue you relentlessly.” 

“No pursuit is necessary, darling. I surrender without 
condition.” 

“Nevertheless, I want to explain about the gold.” 

“You don’t have to explain. The past no longer matters 
to me.” 

“But it still matters to me. I don’t want you thinking 
that I betrayed you. At least, not where our love was con- 
cerned.” He told her why John Stephens had come to Tall 
Oaks, and that he had agreed to tell him if Louis Beauclair 
arrived. “I never dreamed,” he continued, “that anything 
would come of it, or that you would be personally in- 
volved. I figured the Union would find the gold through 
Louis or Lazare. Then, shortly after I joined the army, I 
was ordered to report to Colonel Smith. He wanted me to 
steal the gold. I flatly refused. He then made it quite clear 
that if I didn’t accept the mission, someone else would. 
He also made it clear that he could not guarantee your 
safety, The colonel was determined to confiscate the gold, 
one way or another. | took the assignment to protect you. 
I hated lying to you and I despised myself for it. But the 
alternative was too risky; your life was in jeopardy. 
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“I understand, Brent. I understood before your explana- 
tion. Today, when you told me about Becky, your love for 
me was so apparent that I couldn’t help but feel it. I knew 
then that you had always loved me. I didn’t know why you 
lied in order to steal the gold, but I did know that your 
motives went much deeper than the North against the 
South.” 

“Now that the war is behind us, nothing will ever come 
between us again.” 

“I’m surprised to learn about your uncle. I would never 
have dreamed that he was a Northern sympathizer. Does 
he still live in New Orleans?” 

“Yes, he does. He loves the South, but he was strongly 
opposed to slavery.” 

“He was right to be opposed. I’m ashamed that I ac- 
cepted it without question.” 

“That's because you were never exposed to the ugly side 
of slavery. That is, except for Yancey, and you very quickly 
got rid of him. Do you know whatever happened to 
Louis?” 

“He died of a heart attack two years ago. I wasn’t in- 
formed of his death; I just happened to read about it when 
I was in Montgomery. He was a very prominent figure, 
and his death was reported in the 

“I suppose he was enraged to learn that the gold was 
gone.” 

“Enraged is putting it mildly. He would have relished 
seeing me standing in front of a firing squad.” 

Brent held her tightly. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. It must 
have been terrible for you.” 

“Actually, it wasn’t that bad. Louis merely confirmed 
my opinion of him—he was a very coldhearted, arrogant 
person. Thank goodness my father was nothing like him.” 

Brent’s lips brushed hers. “Michelle, will you marry 
me?” 

She smiled. “Yes, I will. And the sooner the better.” 
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“[’m glad you share my eagerness. What are you doing 
tomorrow?” 


“Marrying I We 
He lightly pressed his lips to hers, but as she moved 
seductively against him, his kiss became a wild, hungry 


caress. 

They had strolled close to the overseer’s house and, tak- 
ing his hand, Michelle said, “Come with me, darling.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“Where we can be alone. I’m getting married tomorrow, 
so tonight is my last chance to be promiscuous.” 

“Well, if you insist,” he played along. “But I’m getting 
married tomorrow, too. Are you sure we should be doing 
this?” 

“I won’t tell if you don't.” 

He bowed from the waist. “Madam, your reputation is 
safe with me.” 

Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “In that case, shall we 
go to the overseer’s house and make mad, passionate 
love?” 

“Your wish is my command,” he said. Lifting her into 
his arms, he carried her across the porch. She opened the 
door, and he took her inside. Placing her on her feet, he 
bent his head and kissed her demandingly. 

Seeing their way by the moonlight filtering through the 
windows, they went to the bedroom. The bed-had been 
stripped, but Michelle found a blanket in the closet and 
draped it over the bare mattress. 

Moving into Brent's arms, she whispered in his ear, “I 
love you with all my heart. Life without you was almost 
more than I could bear.” 

“I know what you mean,” he replied thickly. “But those 
days are behind us now. The future is ours, = 

He took her lips in a soft, moist kiss. Linking her hands 
about his neck, she responded urgently. Their desire, sup- 
pressed for so long, caught fire immediately. 
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Brent did not end their kiss as he picked her up, knelt, 
and placed her on the bed. Her arms, still wrapped about 
his neck, drew him down with her. 

“Oh, Brent,” she moaned, “I love you. I need you.” She 
wondered how she had survived so long without him. 

“My love,” he murmured, his mouth claiming hers with 
wonderful aggression. 

Their passion soon demanded that they discard their 
cumbersome clothing, and they undressed hastily, each 
helping the other, until naked flesh touched naked flesh. 

Brent kissed her ardently as his hand sought-her soft 
curves and crevices. She returned his intimate fondling, 
loving the feel of his masculine body. 

“Now, Brent,” she said raspingly. “Take me now. I must 
have you deep inside me.” 

Moving over her, he grasped her hips and lifted them 
to his. As his mouth seized hers with a commanding force, 
his hardness delved into her womanly depths. 

Michelle moaned aloud with pleasure. He paused, gazed 
down into her passion-glazed eyes, and murmured, “I love 
you. I will always love you.” 

Putting a hand to the nape of his neck, she urged his 
lips to hers, kissing him with torrid desire. 

Brent began to move inside her, and she arched her hips 
in time to his motions. Her legs went about his waist so 
his full length could plunge deeply within her. 

They became totally engulfed in their long-awaited un- 
ion. Sharing fiery kisses, powerful thrusting, and whis- 
pered words of love, they soared blissfully to passion’s 
plateau, where they achieved breathless satisfaction. 

Brent kissed her softly, withdrew, and lay beside her. 
She snuggled against him, resting her head on his shoulder. 

Brushing her fingers across the dark curling hair of his 
chest, she murmured contentedly, “I haven’t felt so com- 
plete since the last time we were together like this.” 
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“Neither have 1,” he whispered, turning his head to kiss 
her brow. “Michelle, we need to discuss our future.” 

“I can’t think of anything I'd rather discuss. That is, for 
the moment.” 

“What does that mean?” 

She raised up and kissed him fervently. “That means, I 
have plans for later that do not require a discussion.” 

“You'll get no resistance from me,” he replied with a 


grin. 

“Now that we have that settled,” she said pertly, “you 
may begin your discussion.” 

“We need to talk about Tall Oaks and Texas. My mother 
married the man who was courting her. I sold him my half 
of the businesses that I inherited from my father. Now that 
my mother is taken care of and I'm free to leave Cincinnati, 
I plan to build that ranch I’ve always wanted. However, I 
know how you feel about Tall Oaks. I’m sure you won't 
abandon it.” 

“Brent,” she interrupted, “don't worry about Tall Oaks. 
My place is with you. And so is Becky's. If that means 
losing Tall Oaks, then so be it. Besides, there’s not much 
left to lose. But I do still have people dependent on me. 
Before we leave for Texas I think we should help them fi- 
nancially. That way they will have money to get by on until 
they can become self-supporting.” 

“Honey, there’s no reason for you to lose Tall Oaks. 
Have you forgotten that your future husband is wealthy?” 

“Well, I know you have money, but I don’t know how 
much.” 

“More than enough to support Tall Oaks and build a 
ranch.” 

“But who would operate Tall Oaks?” 

“1 was thinking of Victor.” 

“Victor?” she asked, surprised. 

“Why not? When you were upstairs with Becky, Victor 
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and I had a long talk. I found him very likable, and I 
think he’s trustworthy.” 

“I like Victor, too, but have you forgotten Lynnette? 
Victor won’t stay at Tall Oaks without her.” 

“What's wrong with Lynnette staying at Tall Oaks?” 

“I want that woman out of my life,” she said angrily. 

“Michelle, making her leave will not undo what has 
already been done. I’m not implying that you should sim- 
ply forgive and forget. I know that will take time.” 

“Time?” she asked. “I couldn't forgive her in a hundred 

“Maybe ‘forgive’ was the wrong word. I suppose ‘tol- 
erate’ is more to the point.” 

She didn’t say anything. 

“Well, think about it,” he continued. “Victor is the ideal 
person to take care of Tall Oaks. You might even consider 
giving him a half interest in the plantation.” 

“You seem to have this all figured out. Did you mention 
it to Victor?” 

“No. I would never do that without discussing it with 

“All right.” She sighed. “I'll give it serious thought.” 

“] think we should invite Jeremiah to come to Texas 
with us. He’s a blacksmith, and his services will be needed 
on our ranch.” 

“That's a wonderful idea, Brent. And I’m sure Jeremiah 
will agree.” 

“How soon do you want to leave for Texas?” 

“T can’t leave until Chris . . .” 

“I understand. He doesn’t have much longer, does he?” 

“Days, at the most.” 

“Why did you tell him you'd marry him? Were you 
trying to make his last days as happy as possible?” 

“Yes. It seemed to please him.” 

“You know, Chris has his faults, but there is something 
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about him . . . I can’t really dislike the man, even though 
I always disapproved of the way he thought and behaved.” 

“In a way that’s true of Charlene, as well. | found her 
calculating and shallow; still, I never entirely disliked her. 
I must say, though, that I’m astounded she became in- 
volved with another man. I thought she was totally dedi- 
cated to you.” 

He chuckled lightly. “Her dedication never 
her from enjoying dalliances. She didn’t think I knew 
about them.” 

“Do you suppose she'll be happy with her new hus- 
band?” 

“Who knows? Her father has already talked him into re- 
signing his commission and working for him, so Charlene 
will be supported in the style to which she is accustomed. 
If money can buy happiness, Charlene will be happy.” 

Michelle cuddled close, slinging a leg over his. “Talking 
about happiness, do you know what would make me very 
happy?” 

“What's that?” he asked, loving the feel of her body 
pressed intimately to his. 

“If you were to take me in your arms and kiss me, I'd 
be eternally happy.” 

“How happy?” he murmured with anticipation. 

“Happy enough to be yours for the taking.” 

“In that case . . .” he said, leaning over and seeking her 
lips in a heart-stopping kiss. “Just remember, my little Re- 
bel, I keep what I take.” 

“I’m counting on it,” she whispered. 


Lynnette was sitting at her vanity, staring blankly at her 
reflection, when a knock sounded on her door. “Who is 
it?” she asked. 

“Victor,” came the reply. 

“What do you want?” she mumbled. 
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“May I come in?” 

“Go away, Victor. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want 
to see anyone.” 

He wasn’t about to be dismissed; opening the door, he 
came into the room. 

Lynnette got to her feet, eying him petulantly. “I said I 
didn’t want to see you.” 

He closed the door, crossed the room, and stood before 
her. “Are you too ashamed to face me?” 

“I suppose Brent told you everything?” 

Victor sighed heavily. “Lynnette, why? Why did you do 
something so. . . so selfish and cruel?” 

“At the time it seemed like the right thing to do. 
Michelle was too emotionally unstable to make a reason- 
able decision, so 1 made it for her. Having a child out of 
wedlock was bad enough, but she intended to keep it!” 

“You had no right to make such a decision.” 

“Did you come here to preach to me?” 

“No. I came here to tell you that my feelings haven’t 
changed. I don’t condone what you did, but it doesn’t stop 
me from loving you. When Chris dies we'll leave Tall Oaks 
together. I don’t know how, but I'll find a way to support 
us.” 

“Victor, are you asking me to marry you?” 
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I guess I was jumping 
ahead of myself. Yes, | am asking you to marry me.” 

She went into his arms. “I don’t deserve a man as won- 
derful as you.” 

“Let me be the judge of that. Just say you'll marry me.” 

“Yes, T'll marry you.” 

He sealed their commitment with a long, searching kiss. 
“Lynnette, I’m not about to give up on you. Somewhere 
beneath that hard armor lies the caring, vivacious girl I 
fell in love with, and | intend to find her again.” 


*** 
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Tana, looking for Michelle, stepped out onto the front 
porch. She hadn’t expected to find Roy, who was sitting 
on the swing. She was still angry over his earlier behavior, 
and she asked curtly, “Have you seen Miz Michelle?” 

“| think she and Brent took a walk.” 

“If you see her before I do, tell her Masta Chris wants 
to talk to her.” She turned to go back into the house. 

Bounding to his feet, Roy hurried to her and caught her 
arm. “Wait!” he said. “I have a few things to tell you.” 

She pulled her arm free. “What are they?” 

“First, | want to apologize for the way I treated you. I 
have no excuse except jealousy. | was so unreasonably jeal- 
ous of you and Copeland that I acted like a damned fool. 
I just hope you can forgive me.” 

Joy filled her heart. “Roy, are you saying that you un- 
derstand?” 

“Yes, I am saying that. And I was probably wrong about 
Copeland not loving you.” 

“He loves me very much,” she murmured. 

He watched her closely. “I suppose you're in love with 
him too.” 

“I Jove him, but I’m not in love with him.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I'll explain later,” she said, standing on tiptoe and kiss- 
ing his lips softly. 

He wrapped his arms about her, drawing her body flush 
to his. “Tana . . .” he whispered huskily. Then his mouth 
smothered hers in a breathless, passionate exchange. 

She clung tightly as his kiss awakened her deepest de- 
sire. Never had Chris’s kisses stirred her passion so fer- 
vently. 

“Are you in love with me, Tana?” he asked, gazing 
down into her large eyes. 

“I’ve always been in love with you,” she replied. 

“Does that mean you’ll come to Boston with me as my 
wife?” 
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“Boston?” she asked. 

“That's where Major Holden lives. That's also where I'll 
be going to school.” 

“But what about your mother? Don’t you plan to look 
for her?” 

“No,” he answered somberly. “When I left here today I 
rode through several contraband camps. The poverty and 
sickness I found in them were unbelievable. You were right; 
I shouldn’t think only of myself when our people need doc- 
tors. I doubt if there will be very many white doctors who 
will give a damn if they live or die.” 

“I know how much you’ve always hoped to find your 
mother. Giving up your search must have been a hard de- 
cision to make.” 

“After I rode through those camps I didn’t see where I 
had a choice.” 

“I’m very proud of you, Roy. And, yes, I'll go to Boston 
with you. But I can't leave as long as Chris is alive. I 
won't do that to him.” 

“I'll wait for you.” 

He drew her closer, and she met his lips halfway. She 
could hardly believe that her dreams had come true—Roy 
loved her and wanted to marry her! 


Roy and Tana were on the porch swing, discussing their 
future, when Michelle and Brent returned to the house. 
Michelle went straight upstairs to see Chris. The door was 
ajar, and she stepped inside. Drawing up a chair, she sat 
beside the bed. Chris's eyes were closed, and at first she 
thought he was asleep. She started to call his name, but 
he stirred, opened his eyes, and looked at her. 

He managed a feeble smile. “Did Tana tell you I wanted 
to see you?” 

“Yes, she did.” Chris was deathly pale, and her heart 


432 Rochelle Wayne 


went out to him. She hoped her outward expression didn’t 
reveal her inner grief. 

“Lynnette told me what happened,” he murmured 
weakly. “She was almost hysterical, but she finally calmed 
down. Michelle, I’m very sorry. She had no right to take 
away your daughter. I hope you don’t hate her.” 

“If you wanted to see me for Lynnette’s sake, then 
you're wasting your time. I will never forgive her for what 
she did.” 

“I’m not asking you to forgive her, but | am asking for 
leniency. Michelle, you were raised in a home filled with 
warmth and love. Lynnette and I weren't that fortunate. 
Our father was as hard as stone, and our mother wasn't 
much better. Neither of them ever displayed affection of 
any kind. You can’t grow up in a home like that and not 
be affected by it. When Lynnette and I were young chil- 
dren we found consolation in each other. But as we grew 
older, we grew somewhat apart. Eventually, I left home. 
My leaving, and her losing Victor, made her very vulner- 
able to Father's dominance. After that he took full control 
of her. 

“When she gave away your daughter she did exactly 
what our father would have done. He still rules her from 
his grave. I’m asking for your leniency because I don’t 
think Lynnette is totally to blame. I’m not sure she can 
help being the way she is.” He paused, then added som- 

. “Any more than I can help being who I am.” 

“Pll try to be lenient,” she replied softly. 

“You aren’t just saying that, are you?” 

“No,” she answered. “I'll sincerely try.” 

“Don’t let what happened depress you, Michelle. You 
should be happy. You have a daughter, and Brent is back 
in your life. Considering everything, | suppose you two 
will marry.” 

“Yes. Tomorrow.” 

“Our engagement didn’t last very long, did it?” He 
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made light of the matter, although he was afraid he had 
lost Tall Oaks for good. Despite his failing health, he still 
had not faced his impending death. He smiled weakly. “I 
never stood a chance against Brent, did I?” 

“No, not really. But you were never in love with me. 
You've always loved Tana.” 

“Yes, I love her very much. I'd like for her to read to 
me. Where is she?” 

“I’m not sure,” she replied. She saw no reason to tell 
him that Tana was with Roy. Knowing Roy was back in 
Tana’s life would only bring him unnecessary pain. 

Chris, fatigued, drew a rasping breath. 

She pushed back her chair and got up. “You need rest.” 

“Please try not to hate Lynnette,” he whispered. He was 
too weak to keep his eyes open and fell into a deep sleep. 

Michelle leaned over, kissed his warm brow, then left 
the room. She moved down the hall, paused in front of 
Lynnette’s door, and knocked lightly. 

“Come in,” she heard Lynnette say. 

She went inside, where she found her stepmother going 
through her clothes. She paused, looked at Michelle, and 
said evenly, “I’m trying to decide which dresses to take 
with me and which to discard. I intend to be packed and 
ready to leave as soon as Chris . . .” She couldn't con- 
tinue. 

“You don’t have to leave, Lynnette. I’m going to ask 
Victor to run Tall Oaks. I'm sure he won't stay without 

“Michelle, does this mean . . .” 

“That I have forgiven you?” she cut in. “No, it doesn’t 
mean that. I seriously doubt if I’ll ever completely forgive 
you. If I wasn’t leaving Tall Oaks, I would insist that you 
leave. I think I need a lot of time and space between us.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“To Texas with Brent.” 

“When?” 
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“As soon as possible. Until then, let’s try to avoid one 
another, shall we? This is a huge house; I’m sure we can 

to stay out of each other's way.” 

“But, Michelle . . .” 

She held up a silencing hand. “I have no more to say, 
Lynnette.” 

“Please, just tell me this—why are you being so kind?” 

“Kind? If I’m being kind, it’s for Brent, Becky, and my- 
self. How can I be happy if my heart is filled with bitterness 
toward you? I intend to put the past behind me and start 
fresh.” 

“Michelle I’m sorry I gave away your daughter. I’m 

sorry.” 

“That doesn’t give me back the three years I lost.” With 
that, Michelle whirled about and left. She headed for her 
own room to check on Becky. 

She was surprised to find Brent standing beside the bed, 
gazing down at their sleeping daughter. “What are you doing 
here?” she asked quietly. 

“I just wanted to look at her. I can still hardly believe 
she’s ours.” 

“ know what you mean.” She laced her arms about his 
neck and said with a smile, “Let's go ask Victor if he 
wants to stay at Tall Oaks.” 

He arched a questioning brow. “But that will mean Lyn- 
nette stays.” 

“Yes, I know. But I don’t care.” 

“What changed your mind? Chris?” 

“Yes, and something you said to me.” 

“What was that?” 

“About bitterness eating away at us. I know now that I 
can’t be completely happy until I let go of the past.” 

He kissed her sweetly. “Just don’t ever let go of me.” 

“Never,” she whispered. “You're mine for keeps, Brent 
Sheldon.” 


Thirty - four 


Michelle awoke snuggled in Brent’s arms. The morning 
sun, filtering into the room, was bright and cherry. Stifling 
a yawn, she cuddled closer and shut her eyes. For a mo- 
ment she considered falling back asleep. Suddenly, how- 
ever, her eyes popped open and she shot straight up in 
bed. A large smile lit up her face and, looking down at 
Brent, she said eagerly, “Wake up, sleepyhead.” 

“I’m awake,” he murmured, watching her through half- 
closed eyes. He drew her down into his arms. “We've been 
married three weeks now, and every morning you are more 
beautiful than the morning before.” He nuzzled her neck. 

“Brent Sheldon,” she said, pressing her nude body flush 
to his, “don’t you think you should get up?” 

“But I am getting up,” he whispered thickly. He was 
also naked, and he took her hand and placed it on his 
rising member. “See what I mean?” 

She smiled pertly. “Yes, I see what you mean, but we’re 
leaving for Texas today, remember? I thought you wanted 
to get an early start.” 

He moved over her. “Texas? Never heard of the place.” 
His lips flickered over her breasts. 

Responding, she moaned. “A moment ago I thought I was 
anxious to dress, pack, and get started on our journey.” 

“And now?” he asked, placing feather-soft kisses at the 
hollow of her throat. 

She opened her legs so he could slip between them. 
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“Now I’m ready for a journey of another kind.” She kissed 
him passionately. “A journey into ecstasy.” 

“Til be your guide,” he said hoarsely. Lifting her thighs 
to his, he slid into her warm depths. His strokes were slow 
and measured and, clinging tightly, her hips rose in time 
to his. Their love soon climbed to a fever pitch and their 
thrusts became demanding and all-consuming. Together, 
they were transported to a pinnacle of ultimate rapture that 
left them wonderfully fulfilled. 

Brent kissed her softly. “I love you, Mrs. Sheldon.” 

She purred with contentment. “And I utterly adore you, 
Mr. Sheldon.” 

His smile askew, he asked, “Are you ready to embark 
on our future?” 

“I’m more than ready.” 

“Then Texas, here we come.” 

“Texas? I thought you'd never heard of it.” 

“My memory is vague, but it’s returning.” 

She laughed lightly. “Darling, what am I going to do 
with you?” 

“Love me,” he murmured. “Just love me.” 

“Forever,” she whispered, kissing him with a deep com- 
mitment. 

His desire stirred, and with a grimace he said, “If I 
don’t get out of this bed right now, we may never leave 


and Roy present; however, though Farland considered him- 
self a man of God, he believed Negroes were God's infe- 
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rior children. Because of the man’s prejudice Michelle and 
Brent did not celebrate with their friends until they re- 
turned to Tall Oaks. There, in the parlor, they had refresh- 
ments with Roy, Tana, the servants, and Maggie. Becky 
was in bed, which was the way Michelle and Brent had 
planned it. They saw no reason for the child to know that 
her parents were just now getting married. Lynnette re- 
mained upstairs with Chris. Respecting Michelle’s wishes, 
she avoided her whenever possible. But time was already 
mellowing Michelle’s anger, and with each passing day 
Lynnette’s deceit became less a factor. Michelle hadn’t for- 
given her and she knew she never would; not really. But 
the present was filled with such joy that it faded the dark 
shadows of the past. 

Michelle’s joy, however, was not impenetrable, for 
Chris’s death had saddened her immensely. He had passed 
away a few days after she and Brent were married. Hours 
before he slipped into a coma, he had finally faced his 
own death. He had accepted it bravely, assuring Michelle 
that he had made his peace with God. 

Michelle put her sorrow behind her, for she had a bright 
future awaiting her. Like Michelle, Tana had controlled her 
grief, Roy was ready to offer her a new life. Chris’s death 
had shattered Lynnette, but Victor was there to give her 
support. His strength and love had carried her through a 
difficult time. Their wedding date hadn't yet been set, for 
Lynnette thought a respectful mourning period should be 
honored. Victor agreed; however, he was adamant that they 
not wait too long. 

Victor had gladly accepted Michelle’s and Brent's offer 
to operate Tall Oaks. When they gave him part interest in 
the plantation he could hardly believe his good fortune. 
His and Lynnette’s future was now secure. 

Addie and Big Luke planned to remain at Tall Oaks, 
but Jeremiah was leaving with Michelle and Brent. He was 
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looking forward to living on a ranch and resuming his 
former trade as a blacksmith. 

Maggie was also going to Texas. Michelle and Brent 
were not about to separate her from Becky, for it was ob- 
vious that she loved their daughter very much. Maggie had 
nowhere else to go, and no one to take care of her. 

During the three weeks Becky had lived with her parents 
she had learned to love and depend on them as though 
she had been with them all her life. She was her mother's 
ray of sunshine and the apple of her father’s eye. 


When Michelle and Brent went downstairs for breakfast 
they found Maggie and Becky already at the table. They 
kissed their daughter good morning; then, as they took 
their chairs, Addie came in from the kitchen with a tray 
of food. Tears were in her eyes as she placed a full plate 
in front of Brent, then one before her mistress. 

“Addie, what’s wrong?” Michelle asked. 

“I’s just gonna miss you, that's all.” 

“I'll miss you, too. But we'll come back often. You 
know I could never stay away from Tall Oaks for very 
long.” 

She summoned a smile. “Yes’m, I knows that.” 

“Where’s Tana?” 

“She's packin’ the rest of her clothes. Roy will be here 
any minute.” 

Tana and Roy were also leaving this morning. They 
planned to marry in Boston. 

A loud rapping sounded at the front door, but before 
Addie could answer it, Tana came hurrying down the 
stairs. Roy had arrived, and she flung herself into his arms. 

“Are you ready?” he asked, hugging her tightly. 

“Yes, | am,” she replied. 

They went into the dining room to tell the others good- 
bye. 
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Brent gestured toward two chairs. “Have a cup of coffee 
with us before you leave.” 

Neither of them wanted coffee, but Roy seated Tana and 
then took a chair for himself, saying, “I have something 
to tell all of you.” 

“What is it?” Brent asked. 

“This morning as I was leaving the hotel to go to the 
livery, | saw a white man who looked familiar. At first I 
couldn’t place him. Then, suddenly, his identity dawned on 
me. It was the man who had bought my mother. Although 
I was only a boy when he bought her, I never really forgot 
his face. Of course, he’s now a lot older, but I still rec- 
ognized him. He was walking past the hotel, and I caught 
his attention. He was surprised and angry that a black 
dared speak to him. I asked him about my mother. At first 
he didn’t even remember her. After I helped him probe his 
memory he recalled buying her-from Dr. Stewart. He said 
my mother died in childbirth the year after he bought her.” 

A bitter frown creased Roy’s brow, and his voice turned 
harsh. “He bought my mother because he wanted to bed 
her, which means the child was his! She died giving birth 
to his child, and the bastard had a hard time even remem- 
bering her!” 

“What happened to the child?” Tana asked. 

“He casually mentioned that the baby was stillborn, as 
though the child was of no importance.” Roy doubled his 
hand into a fist and slammed it against the table. “My 
God! It was his child, and he couldn’t have cared less!” 

“I’m sorry about your mother,” Brent said. Michelle 
was seated beside him, and he gently patted her hand. He 
knew Roy’s story had brought their own son to mind. 

She met his eyes and smiled wistfully. 

“Are you all right?” he asked quietly. 

“Yes,” she whispered, squeezing his hand. 

Brent turned his attention back to Roy. “I thought the 
man lived in Georgia. What’s he doing in Montgomery?” 
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Roy shrugged. “He didn’t say. He wasn’t about to carry 
on a friendly conversation with me. He told me about my 
mother, then went on his way.” 

“Roy,” Tana said. “Learning about your mother must be 
very heartbreaking.” 

He smiled at her. “I’m not sad; really, I’m not. In a 
way, I’m actually relieved. Now I don’t have to go the rest 
of my life wondering where she is and if she’s all right.” 
Pushing back his chair, he got to his feet. He extended a 
hand to Brent. “Let's keep in touch.” 

Standing, Brent shook his hand firmly. “You have my 
uncle’s address in San Antonio. We'll be staying with him 
until our house is built. As soon as you and Tana are set- 
tled, send us a letter. Michelle and I will be expecting to 
hear from you.” 

Brent and Michelle followed Roy and Tana to the foyer, 
where Tana’s luggage had been placed. The men carried 
her things outside and put them in the covered wagon Roy 
had purchased for the trip. 

The women stepped out onto the porch. Giving Tana a 
warm hug, Michelle said, “This isn’t good-bye; we'll see 
each other again. Roy said he plans to practice medicine in 
Montgomery, and Brent and | will visit Tall Oaks often.” 

“Yes, and I'll write often.” 

“T’ll do the same.” 

“I want to thank you,” Tana murmured. 

“Thank me?” 

“For your kindness. From the first day I came to Tall 
Oaks, you treated me warmly. I only wish it hadn’t taken 
me so long to trust you.” 

Tana had confided in Michelle; now she said, “Consid- 
ering the mistress you had before me, you had good reason 
to be distrustful.” She smiled. “But the days of mistresses 
are behind you.” 

“You were never really a mistress; you were always a 
friend.” 
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The other servants, along with Victor, came outside to 
wish Tana and Roy a safe journey. 

Roy told Michelle good-bye; then he helped Tana onto 
the wagon seat. Joining her, he slapped the reins against 
the team and started down the lane. 

Remaining on the porch, the others waved farewell. 

“You wants me to get our wagon from the barn?” Jere- 
miah asked Brent. 

“Yes, and will you saddle my horse and Michelle’s?” 
Like Roy, Brent had bought a covered wagon for their trip 
to Texas. He had also purchased four strong horses to pull 
it, and a spirited mare for Michelle, for she planned to 
ride part of the way. 

As Jeremiah left, Brent turned to Victor. “We need to 
discuss some last-minute business. | thought I'd see you 
at the breakfast table.” 

“I had breakfast at dawn, then I rode out and took a 
look at the fields. I was already back and in the office 
before you and Michelle came downstairs.” 

Brent chuckled lightly. “You’re certainly ambitious.” 

“I can promise you and Michelle that when you come 
back for a visit Tall Oaks will again be prosperous.” His 
eyes met Michelle’s. “I know how dearly you love this 
place, and I intend to take very good care of it.” 

“I know you will,” she replied. 

“Let's-go to the office,” Brent said to Victor. He assured 
Michelle that they wouldn’t be long. 

She went into the house and asked Maggie to take care 
of any last-minute packing. Then she climbed the stairs to 
finish her own packing. As she passed Lynnette’s room, 
she paused uncertainly. Should she leave without saying 
good-bye to her stepmother? A part of her was still too 
angry to even want to see the woman's face, but the force 
of her anger had waned considerably, and she suddenly 
found herself knocking on the closed door. 

“Come in,” she heard Lynnette call. 
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She went inside. 

Lynnette was lounging on the settee, but her stepdaugh- 
ter’s unanticipated visit, sent her bounding to her feet. 
“Michelle!” she gasped. “I didn’t expect to see you!” 

“We're leaving soon, and I thought I should tell you 


good-bye. 

She wrung her hands somewhat nervously. “That’s very 
considerate of you. I do sincerely wish you happiness. How- 
ever, I cannot imagine why you're so willing to live in Texas. 
The place is uncivilized.” 

Michelle couldn’t help but smile. “What you consider 
uncivilized I consider an adventure. And I can hardly wait 
to start my new life.” 

Lynnette nodded. “Yes, I suppose you are anxious. Some- 
times I wish I had your adventurous spirit.” She seemed a 
little sad. 

“It’s never too late, Lynnette. Restoring Tall Oaks will 
be an adventure. That is, if you take an active interest. 
Victor will need your support.” 

She nodded. “I’m going to try to change. When we 
meet again I hope you'll see in me an entirely different 
woman.” 

“A complete change isn’t necessary.” Michelle gave 
credit where credit was due. “You were a good wife to 
my father. I realize that.” 

“I loved him,” she murmured. “Not in the same way | 
loved . . . still love . . . Victor. But I cared very much for 
Charles.” 

Michelle understood. “That kind of love only happens 
once in a lifetime. I could never love another man as com- 
pletely as I love Brent.” She went to the door, paused, and 
turned back to her stepmother. “Good-bye, Lynnette.” 

“Michelle, wait! If I write, will you answer my letters?” 

She sighed deeply. “It’s still too soon, Lynnette. I need 
more time.” 
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“I understand. But you intend to write Victor, don’t 
Y dei 

“Yes, I do.” 

“Then we'll keep in touch through him.” 

Michelle opened the door. “Victor's a wonderful man, 
and he loves you very much. Be good to him.” 

“I will,” Lynnette said sincerely. 

Michelle went out, closing the door behind her, and hur- 
ried to her room to finish packing. Although she loved 
Tall Oaks with all her heart, she could hardly wait to leave 
for Texas. She did consider the move an adventure, and 
one she was eager to share with Becky and Brent. As she 
packed the last of her clothes and her husband's, she sud- 
denly realized that she had never been happier. Brent had 
said the future was their’s, and indeed it was! 


Michelle paid a final visit to the family cemetery. She 
felt she couldn’t leave Tall Oaks without spending a quiet 
moment beside the graves of her parents and her child. 

Brent found her there. With an arm about her shoulders, 
he gazed somberly down at his son's headstone, silently 
reading the inscription. Michelle had named the baby 
Charles, after her father. 

“Oh, Brent!” she moaned. “If only our son had lived!” 

“Try not to be sad, darling. We must be thankful that 
we have Becky. We could have lost her too.” 

“I’m not sad, Brent, but a part of my heart will always 
grieve for my son. A mother never fully recovers from the 
loss of a child.” 

“Nor a father,” he murmured. He drew her close and 
kissed her lips softly. “God willing, we'll have another 
son.” 

She smiled. “Lots of them. Sons and daughters.” 

He arched a brow. “Lots?” 

“Yes. | want a large family.” 
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“Sounds good to me,” he whispered, nuzzling her ear. 

“In fact, | think we have already started a new addition 
to our family.” 
He was surprised. “Michelle, are you saying . . . ?” 
“I’m not sure yet. It’s still too soon. But, yes, I think 
so.” 
He embraced her enthusiastically. “This time, thank 
God, I'll be with you.” 

She kissed him quickly, then asked, “Don’t you think 
we should be on our way? After all, our future awaits us.” 

“So it does,” he said with a grin. “And I have never 
looked forward to anything with such happiness.” 

“I know what you mean,” she whispered. Placing a hand 
at the nape of his neck, she urged his lips down to hers. 


When Michelle and Brent returned to the house the 
wagon was packed. Everyone, except for Lynnette, was 
gathered about—even the ex-slaves who still lived in the 
quarters. Becky was obviously upset, for she was in tears. 
Maggie was trying to quiet her. 

“Becky, what's wrong?” Michelle asked, concerned. 

Tall Oaks’ two hounds were at Becky’s feet, and with 
large tears streaming down her face, she cried, “I don’t 
wanna leave my doggies.” 

Michelle took a handkerchief from her pocket and dried 
her daughter’s tears. Becky had grown very fond of the 
dogs, and they, in turn, had become her faithful compan- 
ions. 

“Don’t cry, darling,” Michelle told her. “There’s no rea- 
son why the dogs can’t come with us.” She spoke to Jere- 
miah. “Will you put them in the back of the wagon?” 

Becky, now happy, hugged her mother, then helped Jere- 
miah. 

Because they were getting a late start, goodbyes were 
exchanged hastily. Jeremiah and Maggie, with Becky be- 
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tween them, sat on the wagon's seat. Michelle and Brent 
led the way on horseback. 

As Michelle rode down the lane, leaving Tall Oaks be- 
hind her, she felt no regrets and no sorrow. She knew her 
beloved home was in good hands, and that she would see 
it again. 

She looked at her husband, who was riding close beside 
her. “Thank you, Brent,” she said, smiling. 

“You're more than welcome, my dear. But why are you 
thanking me?” 

“For coming into my life, for loving me, and for taking 
care of Tall Oaks.” 

“Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.” 

Happy, emotional tears misted her eyes. “I love you, 
Brent Sheldon.” 

He suddenly reined in, causing her to do the same. Jere- 
miah, behind them, brought the wagon to a stop. 

“Somethin’ wrong?” Jeremiah asked Brent. 

“No,” he answered. “I just have an overwhelming urge 
to kiss my wife.” He leaned toward Michelle, and she met 
his lips halfway. 

“Mommy and Daddy are always kissin’,” Becky said, 
giggling. 

Brent heard her and, looking back at his daughter, he 
said cheerfully, “You might as well get used to it, honey. 
Your mother and I will still be kissing when we're old, 
decrepit, and in our rocking chairs.” He turned back to 
Michelle. “Isn’t that right, darling?” 

She spoke too quietly to be overheard, “Kissing isn’t all 
we'll be doing.” With that, she cast him a wicked smile 
and slapped the reins against her horse. 

He quickly caught up to her. “It's nice to know that old 
age won’t cool our passion.” 

“Well,” she admitted, “it might slow it down a little.” 
She added with a grin, “But the slower the better.” 
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